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Abstract 
This thesis investigates the construction of ‘national unity’ within the culturally diverse society of 
Malaysia. Specifically, it aims not only to understand how ‘national unity’ is constructed by the 
ruling elites but also how these dominant frames are contested and negotiated by people of different 
ethnic groups. Indeed, the issue of ‘national unity’ in Malaysia is controversial and complex. The 
country faces ongoing challenges, many related to the divisive legacies of the British colonial 
system; its recent history has been marked by struggles around questions of ethnicity, nationalism, 
elite power, and the status accorded to ethnic Malays – the Bumiputera, or ‘People of the Soil’ – 
post-independence. On the other hand, the country is well-known for its cultural heterogeneity and 
is often hailed as a model for multicultural harmony. The government’s communication strategies 
for promoting ‘national unity’ in the midst of such complexity are the focus of this study. Public 
service announcements (PSAs), a form of strategic communication used by governments in many 
countries, are understood to represent the dominant construction of what constitutes ‘national unity’ 
and how it should be achieved. I argue, however, for the importance of understanding 
communication as a dynamic, interactive process and thus attending to the audience’s role and 
perspectives in how ‘national unity’ is understood, particularly given the cultural, social, and 
political complexity of the communication context. The diverse, multicultural nature of Malaysia 
suggests the need to examine other perspectives beyond the State’s point of view to understand the 
multiplicity of perspectives of the Malaysian public. The main contribution of this thesis is to 
provide a nuanced framing approach to the analysis of PSAs and participants’ viewpoints, and thus, 
extend the previous work on the construction of ‘national unity’ in Malaysia that primarily focused 
on the elite discourse, rather than the views of grassroots ethnic groups.  
Drawing on framing as the theoretical and methodological framework for this research, the 
objectives of this study are firstly, to examine how ‘national unity’ is constructed through these 
PSAs, and secondly, to explore the intended audiences’ perceptions of those PSAs and the frames 
underpinning these perceptions. To achieve these outcomes, the research develops a framing 
analysis of a 102-item sample of PSAs in the form of print, broadcast, and online media promoting 
‘national unity’ and social cohesion, published by the Malaysian government between 2009 and 
2014.  The results of a series of six focus groups representing the three major ethnic groups in 
Malaysia – Malays, Chinese, and Indian – are also analysed, using a framing approach. The 
findings suggest that multiple, often conflicting frames are involved in making sense of ‘national 
unity’; contested narratives of nationhood and ethnic identity are identified as central themes in the 
analysis.  In specific, the Government’s construction of ‘national unity’ discovered two dominate: 
nationalism frame and multiculturalism frames, while audience’s construction of ‘national contested 
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these frames at times and added a different, oppositional frame: political frame. These findings 
reinforce the importance of understanding processes of strategic communication in complex, 
multicultural contexts, involving multiple actors with competing ways of framing the issue. Indeed, 
the possibility of genuine social cohesion relies on understanding and addressing this very 
complexity. 
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 Chapter 1 - Introduction 
 
“We are a nation of many nationalities, many races, many religions, bound 
together by a single unity, the unity of freedom and equality. Whoever seeks 
to set one nationality against another, seeks to degrade all nationalities. 
Whoever seeks to set one race against another seeks to enslave all races. 
Whoever seeks to set one religion against another, seeks to destroy all 
religion.” – Franklin D. Roosevelt 
 
1.1 Introduction 
 
‘National unity’1 has always been a controversial topic of debate and struggle as it relates to 
ethnicity, culture and identity, particularly within a diverse, multicultural society (Jonsson, 2010; 
Moran, 2011). This thesis investigates the prominence of this debate in Malaysia that results from 
the elites2 continuing to wield power to strengthen ‘national unity’ through public policies, leaders’ 
speeches, newspapers, and campaign advertising (e.g., David & Dumanig, 2011; John, 2015; 
Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011; Hashim & Tan, 2009; Khattab, 2006; Mohamed Salleh, 2013). However, 
Malaysia’s history of ethnic tension and social unrest since gaining its independence suggests that 
ethnic diversity poses a significant challenge to how ‘national unity’ should be understood and 
achieved (Hashim & Tan, 2009; Yee Mun, Yok Fee, Jawan, & Singh Darshan, 2015). Furthermore, 
the multicultural and post-colonial situation in Malaysia is rendered more complex because Malay 
ethnic and native groups of people in Sabah and Sarawak states were accorded special privileges 
and rights by the Malaysian constitution post-Independence that remain to this day. As such, 
tensions among other disadvantaged ethnic groups continue to prevail because of their unequal 
opportunities and less equal rights (Hashim & Tan, 2009; Yee Mun et al., 2015). ‘National unity’ 
and social cohesion3 in Malaysia are challenged by the ongoing distribution of economic wealth, 
                                                     
1 ‘National unity’ is a concept that is used by the elite power to propagate unity among people of different ‘races’ in 
Malaysia. However, in this thesis, the terms ‘ethnic groups’, ‘ethnicity’, and ‘ethnic identity’ are used to refer to groups 
of people with their own distinct culture and religious, living in Malaysia.  The reason for not using the term ‘races’ is 
because it has always  been a problematic and contested term not only used in ‘Western cultural history’ (Spencer, 
2014) but also by the elite power in Malaysia. Further discussions of ‘national unity’ concept are provided in Section 
1.3.2 of this chapter and Chapter 2.  
 
2 Elites – often referred to elected officials and the Malaysian government. In some other instances, the term ‘ruling 
elites’ is used in this thesis to specify the meaning to refer to the political party that was given a mandate by the people 
through an election to govern the country (David & Dumanig, 2011; Khattab, 2006) 
 
3 Social cohesion according to Shamsul and Yusoff (2014) refers to the situation when a nation is able to live 
continuously in the ‘state of stable tension’. By the ‘state of stable tension’, this thesis agrees with Shamsul and Yusoff 
(2014) that the nature of relationships may co-exist to produce different patterns of social interaction between ethnic 
groups (for examples, the relationship can be close and distant, harmonious and fragile, and treated with respect and 
neglect) but still under control and stable without having riots or massive fights between ethnic groups.    
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merit-based education, the use of Malay as the country’s official language, and ethnic-based 
political power (Embong, 2014; Hashim & Tan, 2009; Yee Mun et al., 2015).  
The Malaysian Government’s recent attempt to promote ‘national unity’ and social cohesion 
through public service announcements is the focus of this study. Given what is outlined above, 
however, the use of public service announcements (PSAs), often seen as a powerful tool for 
strategic communication (Farwell, 2012), is understood to represent only one particular, albeit 
dominant, the perspective of what ‘national unity’ might constitute and how it should be achieved 
(Ahmad Tajuddin, Collie, & Zhu, 2017). The diverse, multicultural nature of Malaysia suggests the 
need to examine other perspectives beyond the State’s point of view that represent the diversity of 
the Malaysian public. The thesis argues that the people’s voice, including minority ethnic groups, 
are important for fully understanding ‘national unity’ beyond merely that meaning ‘officially’ 
expressed. Here, in this thesis, the term ‘official’ is used to refer to the dominant discourse that is 
produced by the ruling elite, in this case, the Malaysian government. In doing so, this thesis not 
only analyses the language of powerful elites, but also takes into account the ‘discursive acts’ 
(Wodak, Cillia, Reisigl, & Liebhart, 2009) of others in Malay society. These ‘discursive acts’ differ 
because they range from PSAs and other official language of powerful elites to the social 
interaction collected from focus group involving individuals of different ethnic groups. Discursive 
acts can thus define the everyday common-sense within people’s thoughts and emotions that 
develop during social interaction (Wodak et al., 2009).  
This thesis uses framing4 (see Cacciatore, Scheufele, & Iyengar, 2015; Entman, 2010; 1993) 
as its theoretical and methodological approach for two reasons. First is the need to look beyond the 
tendency of strategic communication research to limit itself to an organisation-centric focus on 
communication techniques, and their effectiveness and influence (Hallahan, Holtzhausen, van 
Ruler, Verčič, & Sriramesh, 2007; Kozolanka, 2015; Mahoney, 2010; Molleda & Roberts, 2010; 
Schoenberger-Orgad & Toledano, 2011). Second is the need to account for the discursive and social 
complexity of ‘national unity’ debates in multicultural societies such as Malaysia. Framing refers to 
the way certain events and topics are organised and made sense of, especially, by media 
professionals, and elites and their audiences (Reese, 2001). As such, a framing analysis is valuable 
for examining how media topics are constructed by the elite and how they are received by their 
intended audiences (see Borah, 2011; Carragee & Roefs, 2004; Entman, 2010). Such analysis thus 
produces a rich, nuanced picture of the multiple, sometimes competing understandings of what 
‘national unity’ means and how it should be achieved in contemporary Malaysia. In other words, a 
                                                     
4 Framing in this thesis refers to the way the meanings of ‘national unity’ are constructed and made sense of, especially 
by the elite (the Malaysia government) and audiences (people of different ethnic groups). 
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framing approach has the potential to deepen our understanding of discourses of ‘national unity’ in 
multicultural contexts and strategic communication interventions. 
This first chapter outlines the research of this thesis and justifies its importance. It first 
introduces the research background by briefly describing strategic communications, PSAs, and 
‘national unity’. It then explains why framing was chosen to examine PSAs as a specific area of 
strategic communications, and the significance and contribution of the research. The chapter 
concludes by outlining the rest of the thesis. 
1.2 Strategic communications and framing theory: A rationale  
 
As pointed at in the previous paragraph, this section clarifies the rationale for two aspects of 
my approach: first, I perceive my research to be within the field of strategic communication because 
that is where PSAs are rapidly expanding and where ‘national unity’ is constructed; and second, my 
research uses framing theory to direct its methodology. Strategic communication research involves 
broadly examining the intentional communication processes used to make meaning (Hallahan et al., 
2007). In other words, this thesis understands strategic communication as that which is crafted as 
the means of actively framing debates and their topics. This allows those responsible for such 
framing to suggest not only ways of thinking about an issue, but also how it should be (e.g.,  
Kendall, 2011). Central to framing are ‘meanings’; they govern how people interpret and represent 
the world to others (Hallahan et al., 2007), and thus how they influence and organise others’ 
conceptions and actions (Hall, 1996; Wodak et al., 2009). In this thesis, meanings begin with the 
referent of communication and are realised through what people understand in it, how they explain, 
feel about, and react towards it, and how they in turn represent it to others (Wodak et al., 2009). For 
example, people use language and individual words (i.e., the currency of strategic communications) 
to communicate with others and constitute social worlds (Farwell, 2012). Apart from the meaning-
making process, the use of the word ‘strategic’ is a much contested, as some studies assumed that 
strategic communication is associated with persuasion from a more negative perspective 
(Holtzhausen & Zerfass, 2015). On the other hand, many studies on strategic communication focus 
more on strategic influences such as the process of influencing people to support Government’s 
policies and national objectives (e.g., Halloran, 2007; Kozolanka, 2015), organisational influences 
on its stakeholders (Hallahan, 2015; Hallahan, Holtzhausen, van Ruler, Verčič, & Sriramesh, 2007) 
and the use of strategic communication techniques to influence people’s attitudes or behaviours 
(Berman, 2010; Hallahan, 2001; Schoenberger-Orgad & Toledano, 2011). As such, strategic 
communication can be seen as being too organisation-centric, too focused on communication 
techniques and practice-oriented approach. This study does focus on techniques, strategic 
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influences, and practices, not as an end in itself, but as a way of identifying how they work through 
PSAs and how audiences interpret and reframe what is communicated. Despite the other aspects 
that this thesis will consider, its main focus of examining the construction of ‘national unity’ will be 
maintained. 
Although some research has been carried out on the use of framing theory in strategic 
communications (See, Hallahan, 2011; Molleda & Roberts, 2010; Schoenberger-Orgad & Toledano, 
2011), it has focused rather more on the effect of strategically framing a particular message for 
public consumption. Moreover, research into framing that focuses on ‘audiences’ tends to restrict 
their analyses to the effects of specific frames on the information and decision-making processes of 
audiences (e.g., Cacciatore et al., 2015; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). Yet, very few studies 
examine the framing process at both the macro- and micro-levels (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007; 
Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011) (e.g., how certain topics are constructed, how frame-makers 
choose certain frames over others, and how the audiences make sense of a specific topic). 
Specifically, the extensive literature on framing has preferred research into how the frames become 
contested and negotiated over research into elite control as exercised by those with power in society 
with access to the means of producing and distributing mass communications (Baran & Davis, 
2015). This contention needs to be examined because it should not be assumed that, when ‘national 
unity’ is promoted by the ruling elites by disseminating messages through the media, that their 
interests and those of the people are necessarily the same (Anuar, 2014; Khattab, 2006). That is, the 
interests of the ruling elite become taken for granted as right and important. This thesis argues that 
frames are developed as the result of interaction with others in which meaning is negotiated (Carter, 
2013; Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011) rather than standing as ideological matters of fact. As 
such, framing is a dynamically negotiated process that allows people to interpret what is happening 
around them (Hiller, 2012). There may be a dominant frame but there may also be a variety of 
frames or competing frames that develop among people. This is the focus of this research for which 
the findings will help contribute to the growing area of research into strategic communications and 
framing. This approach involves investigating the strategic construction of ‘national unity’ within a 
culturally diverse society. What follows describes how the concepts of nation and ‘national unity’ 
are used and their importance to this thesis. 
1.3 Nation, ‘national unity’ and multiculturalism: Brief Definitions 
 
‘National unity’ underlies the research of this thesis. This means that the concepts of ‘nation’ 
and ‘multiculturalism’ are also important for understanding the context in which the competing 
frames of ‘national unity’ function. This section describes these concepts separately. Although these 
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concepts are separated out for the purpose of introducing them in this thesis, in many ways they are 
inextricably linked. 
Nation 
Discourses of national unity presuppose the concept of the nation. However, the term nation 
is not without contention and controversy. It basically refers to a large combination of humans who 
share one or all of the characteristics related to history, territory, language, culture, folklore, and 
ethnicity (Smith, 1983). However, others argue that nationhood is a construction notion rather than 
having historical origins in ethnicity (Anderson, 2006; Wodak et al., 2009). Indeed, Anderson 
(2006) claims that the idea of the nation cannot be scientifically defined as a phenomenon that has 
and continues to exist. The idea rather follows that “a nation exists when a significant number of 
people in a community consider themselves to form, a nation, or behave as if they formed one” 
(Seton-Watson, 1982, p. 5). Instead, Anderson (2006, p. 6) characterises ‘nation’ as ‘imagined’ 
“because the members even of the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, 
meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion”. The 
‘imagined’ nation is thus conducive with the research of this thesis that seeks to understand how 
national unity is constructed, that is, by individuals and communities who imagine themselves to be 
connected to one another as one united nation.  
‘National unity’ 
 Like the concept of nation, the understanding of ‘national unity’ may vary from one country 
to another and one scholar to another scholar. Although Engstrom (2011) argues that ‘national 
unity’ is a highly problematic notion that presumes the existence of ‘single-nation-states’ instead of 
‘multinational states’, this paper approaches ‘national unity’ differently. One major reason for this 
is the problematic practice of nationalism or ‘single-nation-states’ being used by some nations to 
dominate others or to marginalise one of their ‘different’ communities  (Anghie, 2006; Engstrom, 
2011). Because ‘national unity’ involves citizens’ sense of belonging of all people irrespective of 
their ethnic, religious, or socio-cultural backgrounds (Moran, 2011), this thesis focuses on all 
people unifying within a nation so that all benefit mutually under shared national goals. The term 
‘national unity’ is often used interchangeably with national integration. This occurs however when 
people from the same nation think, feel and care for one another and are willing to sacrifice the 
individual interests for the development of the nation (Mathew & Ansari, 2012). Such integration 
means “bringing about a merger of people having economic, social and cultural differences aimed 
at increasing mutual affection and respect to all people” (Mathew & Ansari, 2012, p. 165). The 
meaning of ‘national unity’ however is not fixed, as it is also negotiated and interpreted through its 
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communication (e.g., Wodak et al., 2009; Yee Mun et al., 2015). Hence, there is a need to examine 
how ‘national unity’ and cohesion are constructed by the diverse views of a multi-ethnic society. 
What follows examines how multiculturalism relates to national identity and unity. 
Multiculturalism 
Although the meaning potential in multiculturalism is realised differently in various contexts, 
this thesis draws upon recent debates about ethnicity and diversity to understand how ‘national 
unity’ is constructed within the culturally diversity in Malaysia. An ideal multi-ethnic society aims 
for its people to learn how to live cohesively with respect for each other’s equality, social justice, 
unity, mutual understanding and respect, and fair access to resources irrespective of their diversity 
(Hartmann, 2015). However, in some contexts, multiculturalism speaks to the “boundaries and 
cultural core of national identity, solidarity and belonging” which can privilege one group over all 
others in contemporary societies (Hartmann, 2015, p. 623). While diversity and unity are seen as 
beneficial particularly within multi-ethnic society (Hartmann, 2015; Holman & Arunachalam, 2015; 
Moran, 2011), multiculturalism has been criticised by a number of scholars. They see it widening 
the ethnic divisions and social instability and thus threatening national identity and unity (Haag, 
2010; Keddie, 2012). It is also argued that the arbitration of multiculturalism continues because of 
its taken-for-granted way of distinguishing between difference and marginality, and cultural identity 
and cultural difference (Keddie, 2012). The idea of ‘unity in diversity’ or ‘unity through diversity’ 
continues to putatively represent unity, cultural differences and a country’s uniqueness of having 
people of different cultures, languages, and traditions (Haag, 2010; Jonsson, 2010; Noor & Leong, 
2013). However, what remains unclear is how the discourse of ‘national unity’ is constructed and 
how such resultant interpretation occurs by using certain frames over others.  
 
Making assumptions based on the best-used definitions and trying to fix ethnic identities 
misses the point that how people of different ethnic groups can be defined at any one time and place 
within their sociocultural context (Spencer, 2014).  The focus of this thesis on multi-ethnic society 
and multiculturalism seeks to clarify what ‘national unity’ means socially, culturally, and 
historically. This approach is important and necessary because the meaning of ‘national unity’ 
changes with social context over time, shaped by political ideologies about race and ethnicity, and 
reinforced by historical and sociocultural divisions (Spencer, 2014). The potential for this meaning 
lies in the texts of the various words and images that are used rather than others, but it can only be 
realised when considered in context as it relates to the people who face with the ideological 
language of those who call for ‘national unity’. 
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1.4 Background of study 
 
This section defines and outlines PSAs in Malaysia, how their study is positioned within 
strategic communication, and the rationale for studying how ‘national unity’ is strategically 
constructed through PSAs. This section also details why Malaysia has been selected as the case 
study for this research.  
1.4.1 Public Service Announcements (PSAs)  
 
While the mass media: the Internet, television, radio, print, billboards, posters, and banners are 
powerful means of strategic communications (Farwell, 2012), this study focuses only on PSAs as 
the vehicle for constructing ‘national unity’ within Malaysia’s culturally diverse society. Although 
this approach narrows the ‘mass’ focus, PSAs qualify as strategic communication because they 
influence and shape audiences’ attitudes and judgements through words, images, and symbols, 
(Farwell, 2012). However, in the case of Malaysian PSAs, the strategic communication messages 
always aim to serve the interests of the ruling elite (John, 2015; Khattab, 2006; Mustafa, 2014). By 
definition, this contradicts the purpose of PSAs by ignoring the “P” for public in PSA that implies 
communicating messages that benefit public interest matters such as health or social welfare (See 
examples, Kareklas, Muehling, & Weber, 2015;  Mahoney, 2010; Stiles, 2012). In Malaysia, PSAs 
refer to Government’s advertisements used to communicate not only certain specific messages for 
people’s awareness but also to build the culture and identity of Malaysian people (John, 2015). That 
is the purpose of this research: to move beyond traditional study and so produce a more insightful 
way of examining a specific topic but from dual (i.e., using elite and audience frames) perspective. 
This is crucial for a case study that is comprised of a multi-ethnic society as is my positioning of 
PSAs under the category of strategic communication so as to determine how meanings are 
constructed (Hallahan et al., 2007). This also means explaining two things: first, how ‘national 
unity’ serves as an important link for the elite to persuade the public to support national objectives 
(Halloran, 2007); and secondly, how the elite frames are contested and negotiated (Baran & Davis, 
2015). Although PSAs are thoroughly reviewed in Chapter 3, in this thesis, the term can also refer 
to Government’s advertisements. 
1.4.2 The Malaysian context  
 
In the context of the investigation, Malaysia was selected for this study for three reasons.  
1st. During Malaysia’s post-independence era, its ethnic groups have significantly influenced the 
political, economic and educational systems particularly about racial unity (Embong, 2014) 
because British colonisation instituted the societal and systemic administration (Wan Teh, 
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2011). Malaysia has thus historically committed itself to reforming its society and some of its 
systems (e.g., economic and educational policy) through post-colonial government. This 
change5 has influenced how ‘national unity’ has been communicated to help people integrate 
with different ethnic backgrounds (Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011; Wan Teh, 2011). Moreover, 
‘national unity’ has been dominated Malaysia’s mainstream media, especially under the 
current government’s administration. Malaysia is a multi-ethnic nation, comprised of 
significant minorities (25% Chinese & 8% Indian) (Department of Statistic Malaysia, 2010). 
These peoples augment the dominant ethnic Malays and indigenous groups, collectively 
known as Bumiputera (i.e., people of the soil). It is thus assumed that Malaysians need to live 
and work together harmoniously to maintain ‘national unity’ (David & Dumanig, 2011; 
Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011; John, 2015). Government’s intervention to promote ‘national unity’ 
can then be understood as attempts to promote and preserve the ideal trajectory of nationhood 
(Boufoy-Bastick, 2012).   
2nd.  Based on my observation as a media user, more serious discussions6 on ‘national unity’ 
(David & Dumanig, 2011; Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011; Hashim & Tan, 2009) have been 
dominated by news commentary and individual critiques through social media platform or 
alternative online media rather than empirical research. Given the restrictions and difficulties 
in obtaining access and sensitivity around certain issues (Anuar, 2014) involving ethnic 
groups, researchers tend to shy away from conducting empirical research on ‘national unity’ 
and ethnicity. This means that any issue that is controversial or politically sensitive or requires 
consent will be eluded as very few studies addressed these issues (See, for examples, Buttny 
& Hashim, 2015; Buttny, Hashim, & Kaur, 2013) . Therefore, the lack of research using 
critical qualitative approaches in this area that have the potential to question the present 
authority, perhaps stemming from the Government’s intervention in academic research 
especially with the presence of an Act called Akta Universiti dan Kolej Universiti 1971 
(AUKU)7. For that reason, the Government’s construction of ‘national unity’ is clearly a topic 
that needs investigation.  
                                                     
5 Further elaborations on how Malaysia has a history that reflects commitments of post-colonial Government to reform 
the structure of the society and some of the systems are discussed in Chapter 2. 
 
6 A more serious discussion on ‘national unity’ refers to public comments and individual critiques towards the 
Government’s policies and systems of conduct.  
 
7 This AUKU Act restricting academics and students from engaging in any activism or organisations that do not in 
favour of the Government (Universities and University Colleges Act, 1971), and thus, indirectly limiting the academic 
freedom in Malaysia. 
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3rd. PSAs in Malaysia do not just focus on health, social and environmental issues, but also on the 
construction of ‘national unity’ by the elite power. This thesis examines whether the 
construction can be contested when considered in light of the multicultural and multi-ethnic 
nature of Malaysian society. If we acknowledge that the Government emphasises strategic 
communication to persuade people by controlling their thinking and action (Hallahan et al., 
2007), this exemplifies a typical top-down strategy to regulate the idea of ‘national unity’ 
among the public. This accords with previous studies describing such a top-down approach as 
typical of the Malaysian Government in its quest to maintain political power (See, Embong, 
2014; John, 2015; Taylor, 2000). Such an approach might be practical for widely disseminated 
information about Government’s planning, programmes, and policies (Hashim & Mahpuz, 
2011; Khattab, 2006; Noor & Leong, 2013). However, while it may ably transmit information, 
it also imposes on audiences the agendas of politicians, authorities, or media practitioners 
(Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011; John, 2015; Mohamed Salleh, 2013). Therefore, promoting 
ideological ideas such as ‘national unity’ to the public is limited to what the policy makers, 
programme planners, and other Government social actors perceive as important for the public 
to know (Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011). Furthermore, other researchers have suggested that such 
an approach could be a factor in the failure of certain Government’s programmes or 
campaigns to make a promising outcome, such as the neighbourliness campaign in Malaysia 
(Taylor, 2000; Taylor & Kent, 2009). Although ‘national unity’ is much more related to the 
Government’s ideology8 or policy, this study is designed to understand the construction of 
‘national unity’ not only from the Government’s perspective but also from the public 
perspective within a culturally diverse society.  
1.4.3 The Case Study of Malaysian PSAs  
 
Because the world of research is often limited by a lack of time and resources, a researcher’s 
selection of cases and timelines is crucial. Therefore, this thesis investigates the construction of 
‘national unity’ and social cohesion in PSAs over the period 2009 to 2014. This study’s topic was 
motivated by anecdotal evidence of a particular question, namely, how the issue of Malaysian 
national unity seem to constantly appear in the media as the vehicle to support the State agenda 
(e.g., Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011; John, 2015; Khattab, 2006). The beginning of 2009 saw the 
“flagging of nationhood” (borrowed from Skey, 2015) widely covered. Therefore, this period of 
time was chosen for this and two other reasons: 
                                                     
8 Ideology in this study is concerned with particular ideas or beliefs expounded by individuals or elites who hold 
dominant power in the society at large (Thompson, 2010) 
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First, on 3 April 2009, Najib Abdul Razak took office as the sixth Prime Minister of Malaysia. 
Although the idea of ‘national unity’ had been offered by previous prime ministers (Pandian, 
2010), it became a particular focus with the introduction of 1Malaysia concept by the current 
Prime Minister under the slogan, ‘People First, Performance Now’ (Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011; 
Mohamed Salleh, 2013). This is elaborated in Chapter 2.  
Second, many PSAs, advertisements, and campaigns either from governments or corporate 
companies have begun to multiply using various types of media including billboards, 
magazines, radio, television and the Internet to communicate ‘national unity’ to the people 
(Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011). For example, other than the Government organisations, corporate 
companies such as Petronas, Telekom Malaysia™, Tenaga Nasional Berhad, and Astro 
communicate the importance of societal ‘unity’ through TV and other advertising (Lean, 
2011). This raised the question about how ‘national unity’ is constructed and how the frame-
makers choose certain frames over others in doing so. 
These above reasons for conducting this research apply to a specific topic, namely ‘national unity’, 
analysed using various types of media, within the era, 2009 to 2014. This topic is viewed as a factor 
of discourse in that the ‘said’ and the ‘unsaid’ (Rose, 2012) are considered. Therefore, I analyse a 
large corpus of PSAs focusing on ‘national unity’ to investigate the stability of relationships and 
unity within the Malaysian culturally diverse society. 
1.5 Research Questions  
Based on the current debates of ‘national unity’, this study seeks to explore: 1) the construction 
of ‘national unity’ through PSAs and 2) the intended audiences’ perceptions of those PSAs and their 
frames underpinning these perceptions. Consistent with the research aims and objectives of this study, 
two research questions are examined: 
1. How ‘national unity’ is constructed in these PSAs in Malaysia and how the frame-makers 
choose certain frames over the others to communicate the meanings of ‘national unity’? 
 
2. How is the issue of ‘national unity’ in these PSAs perceived by the intended audiences and 
what frames do they use in their interpretations of these PSAs? 
1.6 Significance of the Study 
This study examines the construction of ‘national unity’ within a Malaysian culturally diverse 
society through framing analysis of Government’s PSAs and audience interpretations. I study this 
phenomenon in its social and historical contexts by interpreting participants’ viewpoints. This 
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provides a rich and nuanced understanding of ‘national unity’ and social cohesion within a 
multicultural perspective. As this research examines how the ‘national unity’ is constructed and thus 
interpreted by both the elite and individuals of different ethnic groups, it provides a useful insight 
into the discourse of ‘national unity’ and the complexity of the diversity of Malaysian ethnic groups 
not only as described by the ‘official’ narrative but also from social practices. Furthermore, this 
study addresses the suggestions of previous research to extend the under-researched discourse of 
nations and cultures to audience frame analysis (Fahmy, 2010; Padil & Azahari, 2014; Rodriguez & 
Dimitrova, 2011). 
Theoretical and methodological contributions, which are discussed at the end of the thesis 
include: suggesting a new framework based on framing theory; offering a rich and diversified 
approach to frame analysis of PSAs and their media audiences (as exemplified in participants’ 
viewpoints); and extending the previous work on the construction of ‘national unity’ within 
culturally diverse society in Malaysia through the lens of strategic communications. By examining 
the construction of ‘national unity’ within the Malaysian multicultural society, particular dominant 
frames that are imposed by the elite power the so-called frame-makers to present related national 
issue are explored and the views of grassroots ethnic groups are equally taken into account. 
1.7 Thesis outline  
This chapter has overviewed the study, including definitions and descriptions of the concepts that 
are relevant to this study, the study’s background, its research questions, and its significance. The 
rest of the document is organised as follows: 
Chapter 2 explains the Malaysian situation focusing on its history of post-colonialism which has 
ramifications for nation-building and ‘national unity’ as put by the Malaysian Government. Chapter 
2 also covers how the Government’s uses strategic communications to construct ‘national unity’.  
Chapter 3 reviews the current literature on strategic communication and how the study of PSAs is 
positioned within the field of strategic communication. This literature involves research into PSAs 
and audiences and how PSAs communicate strategically and what techniques are used to frame 
messages. 
Chapter 4 describes and discusses the theoretical framework that guides this study. The chapter 
begins with a description of framing theory before discussing a more interpretive stream of framing. 
This focuses on how frame analysis is used to examine lexical and visual texts and how audience 
frame analysis is adopted for the analysis of audience responses. How frame analysis guides the 
analysis of the data is also discussed in this chapter.  
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The methodology undertaken for this research is outlined in Chapter 4 and elucidates how the 
research is conducted, that is, by positioning the research with the constructionist paradigm and 
using constructionist qualitative data collection and analysis. Such data collection is also explained 
and is the selection of focus group participants. The chapter concludes by identifying the limitations 
of the study and some of the ways of overcoming the limitations. 
Chapter 6 concludes the analysis by presenting the findings of ‘elites frame’ and revealing the two 
themes that emerged from the frame analysis of 102 Government’s advertisements: nationalism 
frame and multiculturalism frame. This chapter thus seeks to answer the first research question as to 
how ‘national unity’ is constructed within the PSAs and how the selection of particular frames was 
made over the others. 
The second and last findings derived from focus group interview data are presented in Chapter 7 
which analyses participants’ perception of ‘national unity’ and how they use frames to interpret 
PSAs. Although the first two themes are similar to the findings noted in Chapter 6, the third reveals 
that a political frame dominates the ‘audience frame’. 
Chapter 8 concludes the thesis by showing how this study has answered its questions and reflecting 
upon the research process undertaken. This chapter also describes the contribution of this study to 
research theory and practice.  
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 Chapter 2 – Malaysian Background 
 
This classic story, “The five blind men and the elephant”, illustrates the importance of 
context and how meaning is derived through reflecting on different contextual levels.  
In the story, each person touches a different part, but only one part. One man touched the 
trunk and said it was like a snake. Another man who touched the ears thought that an 
elephant was a large, thin fan. The third man touching the tail said that probably it is like a 
rope while the fourth one said it was like tree trucks as he touched the elephant’s leg. Finally, 
the fifth man who touched the side suggested that the elephant must like a tall wall.  
             (Adapted from Patton, 2015) 
 
2.1 Introduction 
From context is derived perspective. This story emphasises the importance of understanding 
that “context envelopes and completes the whole” (Patton, 2015). Within the Malaysian context, the 
understanding of different ethnic groups of the society is important for examining the construction 
of ‘national unity’. The problem with focusing on only one part of society and ignoring others will 
not provide the whole picture of a multicultural nation especially after it developed at the end of 
colonial Malaya (as it was called before Malaysia). This chapter does not recount the full history of 
Malaysia from the colonial era; rather, it considers those post-colonial, historical aspects that are 
pertinent to understanding nation building and the construction of ‘national unity’ by both its 
culturally diverse society the frame-making elites. This account begins by briefly unraveling the 
changes in several aspects of development during the post-colonial era and how those changes have 
affected Malaysian society through the Bumiputera policy that favours that part of the population 
considered ‘native’ over immigrant population. Thereafter, I explain the current Malaysian situation 
by briefly discussing its demographics, ‘national unity’ in Vision 2020, and the 1Malaysia 
programme advocated by the ruling elite. Although in Chapter 1 some dominant concepts may have 
explained the gist of the research, this chapter further explains the Malaysian nation-building, 
multiculturalism, and ‘national unity’. Towards the end of the chapter, the issues surrounding race 
and ethnicity are discussed followed by how ‘national unity’ is expected to be achieved through 
strategic Government communication.  
2.2 Post-colonialism Malaysia 
 
During the post-colonial era, Malaysia underwent several changes motivated by colonial 
power. Although the British colonisation had benefitted the society by developing its education, 
judiciary, industry, scientific and transportation (Wan Teh, 2011), colonialism also changed its 
political, economic, and social structure (Embong, 2014; 2001; Wan Teh, 2011). Those changes 
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have led to a struggle among ethnic communities relating to their cultural constituency, the share of 
political power, and distribution of wealth. While the nationalist movement rose in the early post-
colonial period, it only served the interests of a certain group of people but separated cultural and 
ethnic identities (Salleh, 2000). For example, radical Malay nationalists strove to maintain culture, 
religious and political control over the other groups by defining nationality as it related to their 
identity (Salleh, 2000). Consequently, the idea of nationalism and assimilation which had been 
adopted from colonial rule did not consolidate the multiracial population in what became Malaysia 
(Wan Teh, 2011).  
Apart from motivating nationalism, British rule instituted its political modal. Although the 
ruling coalition has always been multiracial in composition, the nature of the political structure is 
always characterised by ethnic coalition or ‘race-based parties’ (Milner & Ting, 2014). The 
formation of three alliance parties9 comprising Malay-based UMNO (United Malays National 
Organisation), the Chinese-based MCA (Malayan Chinese Association), and the Indian-based MIC 
(Malayan Indian Congress) was the beginning of socially constructed ‘race-based parties’ (Milner 
& Ting, 2014). Furthermore, the formation of three alliance parties had also created a ‘historic 
bargain’ between Malays and non-Malays through which their rights and position in the country 
were negotiated (Cheah, 2002; Milner & Ting, 2014). This mutually agreed ‘historic bargain’ by the 
three parties in coalition agreed the citizenship rights for non-Malays as in exchange for the ‘special 
positions of Malays’ being reflected in the Federal Constitution (Cheah, 2002; Milner & Ting, 
2014). The special positions of Malays and the native groups in Sabah and Sarawak, the so-called 
Bumiputera (people of the soil) involved the provision of education scholarship, public service 
employment, and a quota for trade licenses (Cheah, 2002). These special positions, as part of a 
‘social contract’10, privileges the rights of the Bumiputera over those of other groups (non-
Bumiputera) because their ancestors immigrated to the country (Cheah, 2002).  
In order to understand how the special positions of Bumiputera relate to the social structure 
which creates the privileged and underprivileged ethnic groups, it is important to understand the 
construction of Bumiputera and how officially imposed ethnic categorisation is formed. Policies 
concerning ethnic categorisations, race, and class formation – based on skin colour, birth, race, 
status, or religious beliefs are usually traced back to the colonial era that suggested the root of the 
                                                     
9 The three alliance parties are under Barisan Nasional (National front), also popularly known as BN, a ruling political 
party in Malaysia (Cheah, 2002).  
 
10 ‘Social contract’ refers to the special positions for the Malays and native groups of Sabah and Sarawak, in return for 
granting the citizenship to Chinese and Indian immigrants during British colonisation (Jamil & Raman, 2012). In other 
chapters, it is also used interchangeably with ‘special privileges’. 
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contemporary ethnic division (Hirschman, 1986). The emergence of the Malay nationalist faction 
namely – the elite Malay, the Malay left11, and the Islamic group believed in the idea of Malay 
nation (Bangsa Melayu) and engaged in deciding what constituted a Malay (Mauzy, 2009). 
However, each of this faction differs significantly of what constituting the key pillars of Malayness. 
The elite Malay sought to defend the rights of the language, religion, and royalty under the premise 
of the slogan Hidup Melayu! (Long Live the Malays!) whereas the leftists wanted to abolish the 
Malay Union12 and the feudal system (Arifin, 2014; Mauzy, 2009). The Islamic group, on the other 
hand, focused more on the religious aspirations and at the same in favour of ending the royalty 
(Mauzy, 2009). The British favoured the traditional elite Malay over the other factions (Mauzy, 
2009) and subtly showed their interest to preserve traditional Malay society (in specific, the Malay 
aristocracy) through education and the construction of elite schools (Hirschman, 1986). However, 
the Malayan Union proposal was rejected by many of the Malays including the traditional elites, the 
Malay left, and also the Malay-based UMNO as the political organisation (Arifin, 2014). The Malay 
Union proposal was seen as a threat to position and ‘inherent rights as the historical community’ 
(Mauzy, 2009, p. 49) as well as political future of the Malays while the proposal was in favour of 
the non-Malays’ interest. That was also part of the British intervention when class distinctions were 
reinforced within the community between the Malays and non-Malays (especially with the Chinese 
and Indian immigrants).  
As a result, the struggle to overthrow the Malayan Union brought together the Malays – 
traditional elites and followers – and the Malay-based UMNO to construct the national belonging 
and, began to informally demarcate ‘who belongs to the nation’(Mauzy, 2009, p. 50). The 
identification of Malay was worked out on the basis of language, religion, and royalty. In preserving 
these three aspects of the Malays, a form of ‘historic bargain’ has been proposed. As discussed at 
the beginning of this section, the ‘historic bargain’ offered “liberal citizenship requirements and jus 
soli13 as the major concession by the Malays in return for the acceptance by the non-Malays of the 
position of the rulers, Malay special rights, Islam as the state religion, and Malay as the sole official 
language in ten years’ time” (Mauzy, 2009, p. 53). After the bargain has been agreed by all parties 
involved (the leader of Malay, Chinese, and Indian), the three pillars of Malayness – language, 
religion, and royalty – have been under the ‘constitutional protection’ and thus guaranteed the 
Malay’s special positions of being part of the Bumiputera policy in their struggle to sustain the 
political stability and Malay identity.  
                                                     
11 The Malay nationalist movement that opposed to the Malayan Union and against the British colonisation. 
12 The Malayan Union is a colonial policy that called for ‘liberal citizenship terms’ for the non-Malays, end the special 
rights of the Malays, and the elimination of the sovereignty of the traditional Malay rulers (Arifin, 2014; Mauzy, 2009).  
13 Citizenship by right of birth in a country. 
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Furthermore, the economic heritage from colonial times has resulted in ethnic segregation and 
racial tension because economic activities and geographical location were not distributed equally 
(Hashim, 1998). For example, the economic activities of the Bumiputeras were mostly in 
agriculture and fishing, the Chinese were involved in business and economics, while the Indians 
worked at the rubber plantations (Embong, 2002; Wan Teh, 2011). As well, the policy of ‘divide 
and rule’ introduced during colonial days has to some extent contributed to the fragmentation of 
society (Cheah, 2002). Other than that, the Government’s adoption of a laissez-faire approach to 
boost Malaysia’s economic growth (i.e., in manufacturing and exporting rubber and tin) has caused 
a social and economic imbalance between people living in the urban and rural area (Hashim, 1998). 
This laissez-faire approach has meant less Government’s intervention and control over the market 
and thus the opportunity for capitalists to expand their business interest (Embong, 2001). The 
situation has led to a significant gap between ethnic groups whereby the poverty in the rural area 
increased and people in the urban area became richer (Hashim, 1998). As a result, “the racial riots 
of May 1969 stemmed from an inadequate effort to correct socioeconomic imbalances present in 
Malaysian society” (Hashim, 1998, p. 7). The riots proved detrimental to nation-building and 
undermined unity among ethnic groups (Embong, 2001; Hashim, 1998; Wan Teh, 2011). As a 
result, the riots also plunged the country into a racial conflict which threatened the security and 
ethnic harmony of the nation at that time (Cheah, 2002). This means that ‘national unity’ became a 
necessity. This situation, in turn, forced the post-colonial Government to implement a new 
economic policy to stabilise Malaysia’s economy and adopt a policy of ‘national unity’ to constitute 
its sovereignty (Cheah, 2002; Hashim, 1998).  
The other consequence of British colonisation was a pluralistic educational system with four 
different streams of schooling: English, Malay, Chinese, and Tamil (Joseph, 2008). Those schools 
were relatively free to follow different curriculums, teach in their own language, and use mostly 
foreign textbooks. The objective of such education was to provide the basics for children in their 
own language so that they were prepared for their allotted role in the colonial system (Joseph, 
2008). This meant that education was also determined by “ethnic identification with a specific 
economic role” (Joseph, 2008, p. 186) arguable to maintain British interests. Therefore, the British 
‘divide and rule’ policy and a separate educational system perpetuated social and economic 
inequalities between the ethnic groups (Grapragasem, Krishnan, & Mansor, 2014; Joseph, 2008). 
Following the independence of 1957, the post-colonial Government has introduced a national 
educational system using a standardised language of curriculum and trained teachers (Grapragasem 
et al., 2014). Its objective was to foster unity through integrating the multi-ethnic and multicultural 
population (Grapragasem et al., 2014; Cheah, 2002).   
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The implementation of the New Economic Policy (NEP), 1971 to 1990, was introduced by the 
Government to reform the economy and the educational system, and to develop socio-economically 
and to foster ‘national unity’ (Joseph, 2008; Hashim & Tan, 2009). To achieve this, the policy 
adopted two major strategies of eradicating poverty and restructuring societies to remove social 
divisions that resulted from the colonial era (Cheah, 2002; Joseph, 2008; Hashim, 1998). This 
policy also sought to assist all Malaysians irrespective of races by increasing their employment 
opportunities and incomes and, by correcting economic imbalances, to provide an economy that 
was fair (Hashim, 1998). Although the policy solved a number of socioeconomic problems the 
NEP’s success did not create a “harmonious and unified society” because Government’s assistance 
was not based on ethnicity rather than individual needs (Cheah, 2002, p. 144). Furthermore, the 
NEP redistributes economic opportunities to only one segment of disadvantaged people, the 
Bumiputeras (Nain & Wang, 2004) and thus fails to help other deserving non-Bumiputeras. 
Apart from the economic and educational system, the development of mass media during the 
post-colonial era also resulted from British occupation. The mass media were regarded as the means 
by which ruling elites participated economically, particularly through the country’s leading print 
media outlets, the New Straits Times Press (NSTP) and Utusan Melayu (Nain & Wang, 2004). 
These newspapers were also seen as the means for promoting nation-building (Khattab, 2006; Nain, 
2013). Furthermore, the first national broadcast occurred in 1963 when Radio Television Malaysia 
(RTM) launched its two television networks, TV1, and TV2 (Nain, 2013), which were to promote 
national consciousness, national unity, and cultural identity (Khattab, 2006). National broadcasting 
in the early post-colonial period more towards informed the public about Government’s policies and 
programmes and promoted Malaysian art and culture that aligned with (Rukun Negara), the 
National Principle behind State ideology (Khattab, 2006; Nain, 2013). Other than RTM, the 
National Film Development Corporation Malaysia (FINAS) and the National Film Department are 
state-owned media organisations under Government supervision (Gray, 2010). During early post-
colonialism, the National Film Department similarly produced PSAs, films, and short films to 
inform about Government’s policies and programmes (Gray, 2010).  
The pattern of media ownership nevertheless restricts the diversity of media content because 
of laws determining media ownership, also inherited from British colonialism. The nature of 
Malaysian society, with diverse cultures and religions, legitimises its Government’s strategy of 
maintaining control over the media so that law and order and internal security are protected and 
promoted in the national interest (Anuar, 2008). The Printing Presses and Publications Act (PPPA), 
1984, controls the licensing of the print media outlets while the 1988 Broadcasting Act (it replaced 
the Multimedia and Telecommunications Act, 1998) provides power to the Minister of Information 
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to control the licensing of the electronic media (Anuar, 2008; Nain, 2013). Other Acts such as the 
Internal Security Act (ISA)14 gives the Government unlimited power to exercise detention without 
trial of anyone who threatens State security (Anuar, 2013) has been criticised as defying human 
rights. The Sedition Act, moreover, prohibits public comment on sensitive issues such as race and 
religion that may harm society. The sensitive issue is very much related to Article 10 (4)15 and 
Article 15316 of the Malaysian Constitution. These articles have been criticised by and heatedly 
debated among non-Bumiputera as this Act safeguard the ‘special positions’ of the Malays and 
native people of Sabah and Sarawak state and prevent people from questioning the positions. The 
article is therefore argued, to continue the British legacy of ‘divide and rule’ that discriminate 
people with the non-Bumiputera status. The Official Secret Acts (OSA), on the other hand, which 
authorises the Government to make certain documents confidential, flies in the face of its aspiration 
to be transparent and accountable to the public (Anuar, 2013; 2008).  
 From this brief history, we can conclude that post-colonisation changes not only affect the 
political, economic, and social structure of the society (Embong, 2001; Wan Teh, 2011) but also the 
development of media and the laws that govern the industry (Anuar, 2013; 2008; Nain, 2013). The 
relationship between the Government and the media is distinctive because all media in Malaysia are 
expected to cooperate with the Government’s need to inform the public (Freitag & Stokes, 2009) 
especially regarding its policies and programmes. The next section describes the current situation of 
Malaysia and explains how ‘national unity’ is important to nation-building from the ruling elites’ 
perspective. 
 
2.3 The current situation of Malaysia 
 
As ‘national unity’ in Malaysia moves towards Vision 2020, and the 1Malaysia promotions, 
after being introduced by the current ruling elites, it emphasises the importance of ‘national unity’ 
                                                     
14 ISA was repealed on 31 July 2012 and replaced with The Security Offences (Special Measures) Act 2012 (SOSMA). 
SOSMA aims to provide special measures relating to security offences for the purpose of maintaining public order and 
national security. 
15 Article 10 (4) - In imposing restrictions in the interest of the security of the Federation or any part thereof or public 
order under paragraph (a) of Clause (2), Parliament may pass law prohibiting the questioning of any matter, right, 
status, position, privilege, sovereignty or prerogative established or protected by the provisions of Part III, Article 152, 
153 or 181 otherwise than in relation to the implementation thereof as may be specified in such law. 
 
16 Article 153 of the Constitution of Malaysia grants the Yang di-Pertuan Agong to safeguard the special position of the 
Malays and natives of any of the States of Sabah and Sarawak and the legitimate interests of other communities in 
accordance with the provisions of this Article…and to ensure the reservation for Malays and natives of any of the States 
of Sabah and Sarawak of such proportion as he may deem reasonable of positions in the public service (other than the 
public service of a State) and of scholarships, exhibitions and other similar educational or training privileges or special 
facilities given or accorded by the Federal Government and, when any permit or license for the operation of any trade or 
business is required by federal law, then, subject to the provisions of that law and this Article, of such permits and 
licenses. 
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regardless of race, culture or religious background. Malaysia is a member of the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) situated in Southeast Asia. As a nation, it comprises 13 states 
and three federal territories with two main regions: West (Peninsular Malaysia) and East Malaysia 
(Sabah and Sarawak on the Borneo Island) (Department of Statistic Malaysia, 2010). Its closest 
neighbours are Thailand in the north and Singapore in the south while Borneo Island shares borders 
with Indonesia and Brunei. Kuala Lumpur is the national capital whereas Putrajaya serves as the 
administrative hub for the Federal Government. The three major ethnic groups, Malays, Chinese, 
and Indians represent the languages, cultures, religions, and customs of Malaysia. The Department 
of Statistic Malaysia (2010) provides the follow data:  
a) The total population of Malaysia in 2010 was 28.3 million comprising the ethnic groups, 
the Bumiputera (67.4%), Chinese (24.6%), Indians (7.3%), and others (0.7%).  
b) A Malay (part of Bumiputera) is defined by the Malaysian Constitution as one who follows 
the Islamic religion, speaks the Malay language, and follows the Malay culture (Joseph, 
2008).  
Malaysia’s ethnic diversity that emanated from colonial rule suggests a challenge to the nation’s 
sense of unity and social cohesion among ethnic groups. 
Since its independence, several efforts have been made in Malaysia to achieve Vision 2020 to 
be a united and developed nation (See, for examples, Grapragasem et al., 2014). The administration 
of the 4th Malaysian Prime Minister, Mahathir Mohamad, had anticipated what Vision 2020 stands 
for, namely, to unify a multicultural society (Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011). In a speech, “Malaysia: 
The Way Forward”, he stressed that unifying and “industrialised country” could be achieved if 
(national unity) was established. The significant part of his speech follows:  
“Malaysia should not be developed only in the economic sense. It must be a nation 
that is fully developed along all the dimensions: economically, politically, socially, 
spiritually, psychologically and culturally. We must be fully developed in terms of 
national unity and social cohesion, in terms of our economy, in terms of social 
justice, political stability and the system of government, quality of life, social and 
spiritual values, national pride and confidence” (Mohamad, 1991, cited in Jagdev 
Singh Sidhu, 2014). 
In progressing toward Vision 2020, the priority of the country is not only to achieve micro-
economic development but also to encourage all Malaysians to accept ‘national unity’ where their 
identities would no longer be determined by their ethnicity but by their nationality (Hashim & 
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Mahpuz, 2011). In his way, people’s loyalty to their nation or nationality is subservient to their 
loyalties to the religion, culture, ethnicity, and the economy (Gill, 2014). As such, the idea of 
ethnicity and multiculturalism cannot be assumed to threaten nationality or national identity 
(Keddie, 2012) because other loyalties shall not prevail over the ‘national allegiance’ but they 
completing each other (Gill, 2014, p. 18) in moving towards Vision 2020.  However, this idea seems 
at odds with multiculturalism as discussed in Chapter 1’s assessment of contemporary Malaysia 
where cultural differences and ethnic diversity become normalised in society to the extent that 
people just need to learn to live with it.  
The new political administration introduced 1Malaysia as a core philosophy that remains 
secure with any policy implementation because the programme’s ultimate goal is to uphold 
‘national unity’ (Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011). Even though 1Malaysia was introduced by the sixth 
Prime Minister of Malaysia, its ideology and aims maintain the previous Prime Ministers’ 
philosophies (Wan Husin, 2011). The programme’s powerful mass media approach creates a 
national identity and unity among people of diverse and unique cultures (Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011) 
and thus attempts to increase public acceptance. Although promoting unity through mass media 
collaboration is critical (Mohamed Salleh, 2013), the top-down approach of 1Malaysia may have 
only limited benefit for the public as it seeks to have people accept Government’s policy. Some 
Malaysians believe that the idea of unity through 1Malaysia concept is just a political strategy to 
gain public’s support for the current leadership rather than to foster unity among Malaysians (Sinar 
Harian, 2012). This research responsible for this finding explored how citizens perceive what 
‘national unity’ might involve and how it should be achieved through Government’s 
advertisements. The next section discusses how nation-building relates to ‘national unity’ and 
multiculturalism within the culturally diverse society in Malaysia.  
2.4 The Malaysian context of nation-building, multiculturalism and ‘national unity’  
Although not comprehensively, this section explains nation-building, multiculturalism, and 
‘national unity’, as used in this thesis. Towards the end of this section, it compares ‘national unity’ 
to other post-colonial countries like Indonesia and Thailand. 
Nation-building 
From the Malaysian Government’s point of view, nation-building marked by ‘national unity’ 
within a multi-ethnic society must be inexorably linked to political, economic, and educational 
development, social cohesion and ethnic equity (Mohamed Salleh, 2013; Wan Husin, 2011). The 
move towards such a belief system began after British colonisation but still needs to ensure that 
diverse cultures, languages, and social communication are involved in Malaysian nation-building. 
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This makes the job more complex because the Government mainly seeks to mobilise support for 
their national developments and policies, rather than creating a social structure for a balanced 
multicultural society (Hashim & Tan, 2009). The next section discusses how the concept of 
multiculturalism is connected to the process of nation-building in Malaysia.  
Multiculturalism 
Underlying multiculturalism is a particular way of thinking and talking about cultural and 
ethnic diversity in society (Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011; Nye, 2007). Based on a review of  the 
literature, multiculturalism Malaysia is viewed as a model among the most successful Asian 
countries in managing post-colonial ethnic relations with its emphasis on economic development 
and harmonious ethnic relationships (Buttny et al., 2013). However, multiculturalism in Malaysia is 
a site of contestation and negotiations (Joseph, 2008; Noor & Leong, 2013). As discussed in Section 
2.2 of this chapter, multiculturalism emerged primarily to maintain Malaysia’s post-colonial ‘status 
quo’ and elite political power (Abd Muis et al., 2012; Joseph, 2008; Noor & Leong, 2013). The 
‘status quo’ in this case involved two ‘truths’ underlying Malaysian national identity and culture: 
first, that Malaysian society was comprised of different cultures, although predominantly Malay, 
Chinese, and Indian (Noor & Leong, 2013); second, the nationalists as well as ruling elites sought 
to protect a privileged status of the Malay community (Joseph, 2008). That said, after achieving 
independence from Britain, Malaysia has been ruled by a one party, Malay-dominated, ruling elite 
that exercises hegemonic and immutable power and thus cannot represent the differences between 
and within various ethnic and indigenous groups in Malaysia (Khattab, 2006). These circumstances 
mean that people of the minority groups who might feel dissatisfied with the ruling elite’s power 
might transfer that dissatisfaction to the majority Malay ethnic group (e.g., Abd Muis et al., 2012). 
As such, a Malay/non-Malay racial dichotomy continues to blur ethnic distinctions between and 
within groups and thus questions the possibility of a Malay-dominated plural society despite being 
the first to immigrate to Malaysia. This question thus extends to Malay’s entitlement to special 
rights and privilege over other groups (Embong, 2001). This will be discussed further in Section 
2.5.  
‘National unity’ 
  Consistent with the Malaysian constitution, unity means that “people embrace a diversity of 
ethnicity, religions and beliefs and, by being inclusive, build mutual respect and acceptance into a 
solid foundation of trust and cohesiveness” (Department of Prime Minister Malaysia, 2010). In 
Malaysia, ‘National unity’ applies to people who are living in the same country and, regardless of 
their ethnic, religious, and cultural differences, are committed to being united under one nationality 
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according to Malaysia ’s constitution (Department of National Unity and Integration Malaysia, 
n.d.). This commitment is guided by the National Principle (Rukun Negara) which proclaims that 
fairness and social justice to all regardless of ethnicity, religion, politics, geography, or socio-
economic standing are the foundations of nationhood (Department of Prime Minister Malaysia, 
2010). To ensure such unity, the five components of the Rukun Negara need to be upheld: 1) belief 
in God; 2) loyalty to King and country; 3) supremacy of the Constitution; 4) Upholding the rule of 
laws; and 5) Good behaviour and morality (Hashim & Tan, 2009; Mohamed Salleh, 2013). In 
reality, however, Rukun Negara has only served as a framework for maintaining relationships 
within a multicultural society because the construction of ‘national unity’ cannot rely entirely on an 
ideological and philosophical approach (Mohamad, 2009; Abraham, 2004). This thesis, therefore, 
also examines the multi-ethnic voices to understand how ‘national unity’ is perceived rather than 
relying wholly on the state ideology as proclaimed in Rukun Negara. 
 Previous Malaysian leaders believed that, without the strength of unity among the people, 
Malaysia would have failed miserably to increase its population and develop the country (Pandian, 
2010). Although this concept of ‘national unity’ is considered as a principle handed down from 
generation to generation (Pandian, 2010), it is important to ask whether Malaysian people of 
different ethnic groups perceive ‘national unity’ similarly to the Government. Given the diversity of 
Malaysian society, building a nation from within this complex mix remains challenging (Gill, 
2014). Although one can envisage that ‘national unity’ means unifying the nation, even after many 
years faced with multi-ethnicity and multiculturalism, the Government’s policies promote 
integration and social cohesion at the expense of assimilation (See, Abd Muis et al., 2012; Cheah, 
2002; Wan Husin, 2011). In other words, despite other (sometimes also post-colonial) countries 
adopting full assimilation to develop a single national identity, the Malaysian Government prefers 
to unify the country by distinguishing between people according to their various ethnicities. In other 
country such as Indonesia for example, the people have to follow the principle of uniformity and 
amalgamation (Abd Muis et al., 2012), involving the practice of One Language, One Nation, and 
One Country (1 Bahasa, 1 Bangsa, 1 Negara). In doing so, the Indonesian Government has 
successfully created a sense of loyalty to the mother tongue (Bahasa Indonesia) in that, as 
Indonesia’s national language, it has been accepted by all ethnicities as the strongest symbol of 
national unity (Wan Husin, 2011). Moreover, although the Thai Government promotes national 
integration for national unity, certain groups continue with their assimilation, especially those from 
different religious and cultural backgrounds such as those from Southern Thailand (Abd Muis et al., 
2012). For example, the practice of absorbing minority people into accepting Buddhism as a ‘pre-
requisite agreement’ to be part of the Thai people (Abd Muis et al., 2012).  
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 While these examples show how ‘national unity’ differs from one country to another, the 
reason that Malaysian (post-independence) leaders take their approach is to ensure unity among 
ethnic groups in Malaysia. This results because the changes that have been brought by the colonial 
power into this country to some extent affect the ethnic groups (Embong, 2001; Wan Teh, 2011) for 
example, the issue of ethnic insulation and segregation (Department of Prime Minister Malaysia, 
2010). Although Malaysian leaders claimed that the country does not assimilate the minorities 
within the majorities, but granting a freedom for other ethnic group rights to practice their mother 
tongue, culture, religion, and tradition (Abd Muis et al., 2012), there’s always a question of how 
‘national unity’ can provide equal opportunities and benefits to the Malaysian people without taking 
into account majority-minority groups or Bumiputera – non-Bumiputera status. Rather than 
debating the importance of the integration or assimilation of people of different ethnic groups, the 
question should be: why ‘diverse voices’ are important to the construction of ‘national unity’. It is 
because, to some extent, minorities tend to be marginalised politically, economically, and socially 
(Abraham, 2004). While this thesis does not claim to solve the endless problems plaguing 
Malaysian society result from either the system that emanated from the colonial system how people 
of different ethnic groups are perceived, we should rather explore how ‘national unity’ should be in 
an ideal world. The next section discusses the ethnic issues in Malaysia.  
2.5 Ethnic issues in Malaysia 
 Despite the benefits of having a unique multi-ethnic society representing different cultures, 
religions, and customs, ethnic diversity has always posed a challenge to ‘national unity’, social 
classification, and also ethnic identity (Buttny & Hashim, 2015; Hashim & Tan, 2009). The 
multicultural and post-colonial situation in Malaysia is rendered more complex because the 
Bumiputera were accorded special privileges and rights by the Malaysian constitution post-
independence that remain to this day. Consequently, tensions among other disadvantaged ethnic 
groups, who suffer from unequal opportunities and deprivation of equal rights, continue to prevail 
(Buttny & Hashim, 2015; Hashim & Tan, 2009). These tensions are exacerbated by national issues 
related to the distribution of wealth and social services, Malaysia’s ‘official’ language and religion, 
political power, and cultural interests (Buttny & Hashim, 2015; Hashim & Tan, 2009; Wan Husin, 
2011). These issues result from systemic and deep structures of inequality and ethnic conflict within 
the society (Joseph, 2008; Noor & Leong, 2013), which lift the importance of what ‘national unity’ 
signifies within the discourses of ethnicity and multiculturalism.  
 Moreover, the schooling system adopted by the colonial power, for instance, has been 
identified as a barrier to unifying ethnic groups. According to Feinberg (1998), the unity of a nation 
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can be fostered when children are taught to respect others regardless of cultural background and to 
treat other people as equal within the larger national community despite being from diverse ethnic 
origins. Although the school is an important place to build the unity of the nation through ethnic 
relations (Cheah, 2002; Feinberg, 1998; Grapragasem et al., 2014; Joseph, 2008), vernacular 
schools still exist in Malaysia. For example, public primary schools still practice different streams 
of school (Malay, Chinese, and Tamil schools) which, from the outset, limit children’s ability to 
understand the uniqueness of different cultures and ethnics (Wan Husin, 2011). Furthermore, this 
schooling system also contradicts the Government’s slogan of ‘1 nation, 1 country, 1 language’ that 
underlies 1Malaysia, because no standardised language is used in the curricula of schools. For 
example, after the introduction of the Razak Report in 1956, the Bahasa Malaysia language remains 
what is used for teaching in Malay schools; Mandarin is the language of instruction in Chinese 
schools; and Tamil as the main language in Tamil schools (Noor & Leong, 2013;Wan Husin, 2011). 
 Closely related to the ethnic issue is a problem of ethnic segregation. This problem is assumed 
to transpire among ethnic groups in Malaysia is not only because of their differences in languages, 
cultures, and religions, but also their geographical area as “ethnic groups live in segregated physical 
location” (Department of Prime Minister Malaysia, 2010, p. 66). This is how people of different 
ethnic groups get informed by the political leaders that these differences accentuate ethnic 
boundaries, religious restrictions and cultural constraints (Buttny et al., 2013). In saying that, the 
Government’s policies that foster ‘national unity’ are always regarded as a solution for ethnic 
segregation and never part of the problem (Wan Husin, 2011). That is, the problem lies with the 
Malaysian people, not with the Government. There is a need, therefore, to explore the 
Government’s construction of ‘national unity’ as part of the problem. So, regardless of the efforts of 
the State and its people to maintain unity, if the root cause of the problem is not tackled, the barriers 
to ‘national unity’ may replicate what was experienced by ethnic groups during the early post-
colonial period. Because solving the problems of ‘national unity’ among ethnic groups is beyond 
the scope of this thesis, it thus seeks to identify what needs attention from both the State and its 
people so that ‘national unity’ can be reasonably be constructed within Malaysia’s culturally diverse 
society. The next section discusses how Government strategic campaigns were used to promote 
‘national unity’.  
2.6 How ‘national unity’ is expected to achieve through government-strategic 
communication 
 
Previous research indicates that the Government has used public communication campaigns 
such as the ‘neighbourliness campaign’ to communicate unity messages to Malaysian ethnic groups 
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as part of nation-building (Taylor, 2000; Taylor & Kent, 2009). This campaign was used to improve 
ethnic relations and foster ‘national unity’ through promoting closer integration in the community 
(Department of Information Malaysia, 2008). Although these communication campaigns helped 
foster relationships among different ethnic groups, the outcomes were not consistent with the 
intentions of the organisers (Taylor, 2000; Taylor & Kent, 2009). These authors suggested that the 
Government’s campaigns did not address Malaysia’s diverse races because they but favoured only 
one particular group. Essentially, the Government failed to create consistent messages which were 
congruent with the campaign’s goal (Taylor & Kent, 2009). 
Apart from the ‘neighbourliness campaign’, encouraging courtesy and upholding moral values 
are also campaign messages (Department of Prime Minister Malaysia, 2010) aimed at exposing the 
public to information about cultural tolerance and respect, interracial sensitivity, and patriotism 
(Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011). Another example is an ongoing courtesy campaign by the Government 
in line with the fifth principle of the Rukun Negara, ‘courtesy and morality’, which advocates 
politeness, manners, and responsibility (Department of Information Malaysia, 2008).  In addition are 
campaigns and Government’s advertisements such as ‘Smile and Thank you’, ‘Be Polite’ and 
‘Malaysia Boleh’ (literally translated as ‘Malaysia Can’) have been used to communicate the 
messages of national identity, moral values, and cultural tolerance among Malaysians (e.g., 
Department of Information Malaysia, 2008; Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011). Although communication 
campaigns have also been used to foster nation-building, Schenk and Dobler (2002) have found some 
of the campaign messages “are often perceived selectively, not always correctly understood, or are 
even rejected” (p. 39). For example, the 1Malaysia government campaign was viewed as merely 
rhetoric and the meaning was interpreted differently by receivers (Buttny & Hashim, 2015). The 
authors therefore, suggest that “1Malaysia remains more of an ideal than a real policy or social 
reality” and its messages were disseminated to serve the interest of the ruling elites more than the 
public interest (Buttny & Hashim, 2015, p. 15).  
These examples of communication campaigns suggest how such promotion can improve 
people’s lives, and promote nation-building and relationship building among Malaysians and 
specifically between the Government and the public (Taylor & Kent, 2009). Although such 
campaigns are used to foster nation-building, it is notable that public relations primarily assumes a 
“top-down approach [that] presupposes that a small group of decision makers, often from the elite 
class, knows what is best for all citizens” (Taylor & Kent, 2009, p. 308). Top-down communication 
means that the Government always assumes that citizens continually need guidance and support in 
understanding the ‘reality’. In other words, the Government always tells people what to do; this 
approach is exemplified in the campaigns mentioned in the preceding paragraph. Therefore, to 
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understand whether what such top-down communication holds to be important necessarily accords 
with public opinion, this thesis explores such multi-ethnic opinion about government advertising.  
2.7 Conclusion 
This chapter explained the research background of this study by focusing on the historical 
overview of post-colonialism, the concept of nation-building and ‘national unity’, and government-
strategic communications that promote ‘national unity’. More importantly, this chapter addressed 
how a particular matter is assumed to be crucial in maintaining unity among different ethnic groups, 
and is thus the subject matter of PSAs in promoting ‘national unity’. What can be concluded from 
the discussions of Malaysia in this chapter is that ‘national unity’ is only assumed by certain people 
to be an important aspect in achieving a united and developed nation. This thesis argues however 
that too little attention has been paid to the construction and interpretation of the meanings of 
‘national unity’. How the Government constructs and frames ‘national unity’ through PSAs, and 
how such issue is interpreted by the intended audiences determine the research questions of this 
thesis. These questions are considered using the theory of strategic communications. The next 
chapter reviews the literature that explains strategic communications, multiculturalism, and PSAs.  
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Chapter 3 – Literature Review 
 
3.1 Introduction 
The objectives of this research are to investigate the construction of meanings from both the State 
and its people on how ‘national unity’ is realistically constructed within Malaysia’s culturally 
diverse society. In doing so, it will first, examine how ‘national unity’ is constructed in these PSAs 
in Malaysia and how the frame-makers choose certain frames over the others to communicate the 
meanings of ‘national unity’. Second, how is the issue of ‘national unity’ in these PSAs perceived 
by the intended audiences and what frames do they use in their interpretations of these PSAs? This 
review of literature is designed to articulate the main constructs of:  i) strategic communication, ii) 
PSAs, and iii) multiculturalism.  
The purpose of this section is neither to give a complete or exhaustive explanation of 
literature nor to explain the details of each construct. It is rather to familiarise the readers with the 
underlying ideas and concepts of the field and review several findings of the previous research that 
are pertinent to this study. Specifically, it aims to understand not only the construction of meanings 
– i.e. how ‘national unity’ serves as an important link for the elites to build the connections with the 
public but also how the elites frames are contested and negotiated (Baran & Davis, 2015).  
This review, however, indicates that very little previous research has looked at the 
construction of meanings from audiences’ perspective that emerged from the strategic 
communication process. Most of the scholarly literature to date has concentrated on the 
organisational aspects of strategic communication  that focus on strategic influences, 
communication techniques, and message effectiveness (See, for examples, Hallahan et al., 2007; 
Kozolanka, 2015; Mahoney, 2010; Molleda & Roberts, 2010; Schoenberger-Orgad & Toledano, 
2011). This study investigates this gap in the context of the construction of ‘national unity’ from a 
multicultural perspective, focusing on the elites and audiences as actors in the strategic 
communication process.  
This study is positioned within the field of strategic communications and framing is adopted 
as a form of a theoretical structure that underlies the methodology and analysis of this study. 
Acknowledging the underlying concepts of strategic communications, this review moves on to 
discuss the strategic influences, communication techniques, and the effectiveness of messages 
(campaigns and PSAs). Based on the review discussed in this chapter, it is argued that strategic 
communications can become more organisation-centric, too engrossed in communication 
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techniques and practice-oriented approach. Arguments are also  raised on the basis of what frames 
are produced by the people who hold the power and resources to influence and control the means of 
achieving the campaign goals – i.e., telling people what to do and getting them to do what is 
expected by the campaign producer/creator. As such, this review argues that as the communication 
can no longer depend on a simple linear transmission when the feedback is not viewed as part of the 
important strategic communication process.  Rather, strategic communications are expected to 
move beyond the organisational point of view and the notion of linearity (Holtzhausen & Zerfass, 
2015), developing a multicultural perspective that considers a dynamic interactive process and the 
role of audiences as active processing information. Most of the current studies in strategic 
communication, however, focus more on the role of organisations in terms of strategic influences, 
communication techniques, and communicating effective messages while giving less attention to 
the construction of meanings. These discussions are provided in the next section.  
3.2 Strategic communication 
 
Strategic communications have been recognised by several scholars as a new area that is not 
only for academic research but also for professional practice (Hallahan, 2015; Hallahan et al., 2007; 
Holtzhausen & Zerfass, 2015). The purpose of this section is to review the strategic communication 
process and discuss some important issues to stimulate further research and practice in this area. 
The emerging scholarly field of strategic communication offers a professional and academic 
discipline for analysing how organisations (including governments) use communication 
purposefully to advance their objectives (Hallahan, 2015; Hallahan et al., 2007). In this way, 
strategic communication explores the role of organisations as social actors. The term ‘strategic’ 
applied in the context of communication refers to a tool, plan or practice to achieve specific 
outcomes (Hallahan et al., 2007), while communication according to Steinberg (2007), is “a 
dynamic process of exchanging meaningful messages” (p. 39). Apart from exchanging meaning, 
communication is also a process of meaning creation (Hallahan et al., 2007). This constitutes what 
organisations do to create and exchange meaning (Hallahan et al., 2007). They caution, however, 
that “meaning creation occurs among both message creators and message recipients and is often the 
outcome of the interaction between the two” (Hallahan et al., 2007, p. 23). This is also consistent 
with Wodak & Richardson (2013) who wrote that the importance of communication comes at the 
beginning of the process with the meaning making – i.e. how Government social actors form certain 
aspects of reality through meanings. On the other hand, the use of the word ‘strategic’, which 
pertains to organisational overall strategy to develop ‘strategic positioning’ (Mahoney, 2010, p.37) 
is, much contested (Holtzhausen & Zerfass, 2015). They argued that the term strategic is a much 
disputed when it is associated with persuasion in its most disagreeable way (Holtzhausen & Zerfass, 
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2015). The next sub-section further explains how in many discussions, ‘persuasion’ and ‘influence’ 
are interchangeable, and not all discussions lead to the negative outcome.  
3.2.1 Strategic influences 
This section briefly explains how strategic communications have been associated with the 
organisational power to influence not only the members of an organisation but also the public. In 
this way, power and influence seem to be closely related to the strategic communications. Almost 
all organisational members engage in influencing others in order to encourage them to accept the 
organisational structure, goals, and processes (See, Hallahan, 2015; Hallahan et al., 2007; Molleda 
& Roberts, 2010; Schoenberger-Orgad & Toledano, 2011). More precisely, they rely on the 
intentional activities of participating social actors such as leaders, employees, and communication 
practitioners to present and promote the organisation in achieving its social objectives and 
organisational goals (Hallahan, 2015; Hallahan et al., 2007).  
On the other hand, the organisations not only attempt to inform, but also influence and 
persuade people to accept an idea, policy, or courses of action (Halloran, 2007). Through the use of 
“coordinated action, messages, images, and other forms of signalling or engagement” (Paul, 2011, 
p.3), for examples, it suggests how governments’ strategic communications involved in persuading 
the nation’s citizens to support the policies of their leaders and their national objectives (Halloran, 
2007; Kozolanka, 2015). Along these lines, studies conducted by García (2013; 2012) further show 
that the Government’s use of strategic communications through mass media campaigns, public 
diplomacy, nation-building, and Government policies have successfully created a strong Catalan 
identity in contemporary Spain. As such, strategic communications, like another form of 
communication, is often viewed as a linear process whereby the process involves persuasion and 
gaining public acceptance of the organisational plans. In this way, the organisation finds a strategy 
through the image of a successful programme for achieving its objectives.  
The literature argues that persuasion is the core of strategic communications. In this way, 
contemporary strategic communication campaigns or activities are seen as strategic and influential 
to persuade intended audiences (Paul, 2011). For example, a study conducted by Kiwanuka-Tondo, 
Hamilton, & Katz Jameson (2009) found that well-planned strategic communication campaigns 
were essential to successfully addressing health issues through the strategies applied in designing 
and communicating the campaign messages. The finding revealed that a greater number of the 
target audience is interested in the campaign messages because they were supported by attention-
getting devices such as background music, specific voices, axioms, themes, colour design, and 
choice of words (Kiwanuka-Tondo et al., 2009). These types of devices are also known also 
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framing devices which are discussed in the next chapter.  In addition, the study also discovered that 
clarity of message (clear and concise information) was an important factor in determining a stronger 
reception among intended audiences (Kiwanuka-Tondo et al., 2009). Most of the times, however, 
strategic decisions for certain communication activities are made without considering how various 
audiences will receive them (Halloran, 2007), especially among different ethnic groups. Halloran 
(2007) further argues that the transmitted information should also consider multiple audiences and 
that messages should be crafted precisely to avoid misinterpretation of meaning. 
More important in this study is that strategic communication implies intentional 
communication by an organisation to provide the understanding of meaning on a given issue 
(Hallahan, 2015; Hallahan et al., 2007). It is argued that the understanding of meaning does not only 
involve the meaning-maker but also the audiences through the exchange of meaning in the 
interpretation of certain issues or events. Because the receivers of certain messages may accept or 
reject the message frames, crafting messages is crucial within the strategic communications 
(Halloran, 2007). In order to develop persuasive strategic communication, the literature strongly 
suggests that there are various techniques for constructing messages that can affect audiences’ 
engagement towards specific issue covered in the frames (Hallahan, 2001). This is discussed in the 
next sub-section. 
3.2.2 Strategic communication techniques 
This section explains how strategic communications reinforce the importance of planned 
communication activities through the use of strategic techniques such as, goal-setting, analysing 
audiences, designing messages, selecting the most appropriate medium to disseminate messages and 
evaluating the outcome of the communication process (Paul, 2011).  Previous studies have 
identified a variety of strategic communication techniques that can be used to boost and enhance the 
audiences’ attention. One of the most important techniques involves the creation of attractive and 
interesting messages to produce “positive affects” to invoke the inner feelings of a sense of 
belonging to the social masses (Hallahan, 2001). Messages that arouse affective target responses 
can trigger higher attention, greater interest, more cognitive feedback, better message recognition, 
and greater topic recall (Muehling & McCann, 1993). Limited studies, however, have been 
conducted on actual PSA messages in supporting this frame, compared with studies of advertising 
messages and their construction techniques. For example, several techniques were used in 
constructing advertising messages such as writing techniques (phrases, rhymes, alliteration); tagline 
techniques (slogan), headline, ‘tone of voice’, and spokesperson (Berman, 2010).  Those techniques 
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were used to grab audience attention, make the message more memorable and sound important 
(Berman, 2010).  
Other important techniques related to message construction is the degree to which the message 
evokes a response from an individual (Muehling & McCann, 1993). The current study shows that 
the techniques that have been proven to affect individual’s decisions and attitude are the use of 
information source in determining the trustworthiness of the information itself (Kareklas et al., 
2015). Based on their study, the findings suggest that individuals who are perceived to be credible 
are instrumental in influencing consumers’ vaccination attitudes and behavioural intentions rather 
than the advertising message alone (Kareklas et al., 2015).  Regardless of the term used when 
referring to a message source, Hong, Soh, Khan, Abdullah, and Teh (2013) also agreed that the use 
of a spokesperson is not only seen as attentive to the audience but also credible when he/she 
delivers the information, provides testimonials, or demonstrates certain proper behaviours relevant 
to the message delivery. This strategy was also employed during strategic communication 
campaigns in order to attract the target audiences’ attention before changing their opinion or attitude 
in favour of the messages (Kareklas et al., 2015; Mahoney, 2010). Furthermore, the use of familiar 
and well-liked sources, such as celebrities, is another useful strategy in engaging audiences about 
certain relevant issues (Nabi, 2015). For example, the use of popular world sports celebrities, such 
as Lee Chong Wei or Nicol David may attract audiences’ responses towards anti-smoking 
advertisements (Hong et al., 2013).  
Previous research also suggests that a few other techniques are capable of engaging audience 
attention, such as the use of visual images, sound, and colour (Kiwanuka-Tondo et al., 2009), as 
well as graphic messages (Hallahan, 2001). The use of visuals with their capacity to resemble a 
real-life experience tend to have a stronger effect on audiences’ emotional and cognitive 
information processing (Geise & Baden, 2015). Furthermore, other findings also suggest that 
appropriate background music influences listeners’ positive acceptance of messages conveyed 
through the advertisements (Kiwanuka-Tondo et al., 2009). Furthermore, Hallahan (2001) also 
suggests the use of visual messages comprising textual or oral communication is particularly 
effective in attracting favourable evaluations. The various aspects of these important strategic 
communication techniques in engaging intended audiences are further articulated in the discussion 
of frame analysis (specifically framing devices) in the next chapter.  The effective strategic 
messages are also further explained in the next section. 
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3.2.3 Effective strategic messages 
Messages are one of the important elements in strategic communication (Paul, 2011).  The 
message refers to a content that may contain factual information, ideas, thoughts or feelings 
expressed by communicators to create certain meanings (Steinberg, 2007). Media messages are 
communicated and disseminated to the public for a reason – to entertain, inform and persuade 
(Chan, 2000; Chan & Chang, 2013). When educating the public on certain causes or issues, the 
most relevant techniques that can be used are the means and methods to inform and to persuade 
(Hallahan, 1999; Paul, 2011).   There are three types of messages that are commonly used in 
advertising and communication campaigns: i) awareness, ii) instruction, and iii) persuasion (See, for 
examples, Chan & Chang, 2013; Kareklas et al., 2015;Mahoney, 2010): 
i) Messages that create awareness help draw the public’s attention to a certain issue of public 
concern or problem that may affect their social and behavioural attitudes (Chan & Chang, 2013). 
Similarly, some PSA messages were designed to create awareness of the issues and to arouse the 
curiosity of the public to search for more information on the subject matter, whereas other messages 
were designed to persuade the public to change their attitudes or behaviours for the better. 
However, in a quantitative study conducted by Mahoney (2010) concerning anti-smoking messages, 
the findings suggested that although the participants aware that smoking is enormously harmful to 
their health, but they still choose to smoke in spite of empirical evidence and messages warning 
them against doing so.  Further, the findings also revealed that majority of participants (97%) 
recalled hearing or seeing the anti-smoking advertisements through radio and television and they 
believed with the messages. However, the participants’ awareness and belief towards the anti-
smoking messages has not deterred some of them from continuing to smoke for certain social and 
psychological reasons such as the pleasure of smoking or for socialising with friends (Mahoney, 
2010). 
ii) Furthermore, instructional messages are also used to provide information on ‘how to do’ 
which can educate the audience on certain issues or causes that can, in turn, be of benefit in terms of 
in-depth knowledge and skill acquisitions (Chan & Chang, 2013). One finding that was discovered 
from their studies shows that audiences have positive perceptions towards the PSAs that promoting 
green lifestyles (Chan & Chang (2013). Specifically, the findings suggested messages with how-to 
information through specific instructions, guidelines or directions, encourages people to follow the 
recommended actions (Chan & Chang, 2013).  This was also followed by some other participants’ 
feedback that without a concrete instruction on how to adopt the green lifestyles, audiences were 
left in the confusion of what are expected from them (Chan & Chang, 2013). As such, the findings 
of their study suggested that having a nicely featured and beautifully edited scenes instead of 
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practical recommendations do not necessarily induce the sense of engagement, rather than 
detachment (Chan & Chang, 2013).   
iii) The third type of message, according to  Kareklas et al., (2015) is a persuasive message 
which emphasises adopting or avoiding certain unpleasant behaviours. PSAs are persuasive 
communication that have been designed to alert people concerning the use of certain products or 
substance at their own risk, to change people’s specific beliefs, attitudes or actions, as well as 
behavioural etiquette (Chan & Chang, 2013; Kareklas et al., 2015; Mahoney, 2010).  This was also 
noted previously in Chapter 1. This type of message is often used in communication campaigns that 
are deliberately created to persuade people to act upon something such as, quitting smoking, 
practicing healthy lifestyles, following laws and policies (See, for examples, Chan & Chang, 2013; 
Kareklas et al., 2015;Mahoney, 2010). 
Although the three types of messages in the above-mentioned paragraphs are relevant 
techniques used to inform, instruct, or persuade the intended audience, the next chapter other than 
explaining about PSAs their social objectives17, it also reviews some of the roles of PSAs’ messages 
in contemporary society.   
3.3 Public Service Announcement (PSA) 
 
This section elaborates on the PSA in terms of the descriptions, features, and the social objectives 
for the public. As mentioned in Chapter 1, this thesis argues that PSAs qualify strategic 
communication because they have been used “to inform, influence or persuade selected audiences” 
(Paul, 2011, p.3) through words, images, and symbols, (Farwell, 2012).  Further, the PSAs always 
served as an important link for governments to connect with the public and to promote an 
understanding of raising awareness, seeking funding support, and changing attitudes or behaviours 
of people (Gantz, Schwartz, Angelini, & Rideout, 2008). The process takes place through 
disseminating and receiving messages (Steinberg, 2007). Furthermore, previous studies of PSAs 
used on intended audiences are also reviewed to better understand this social group’s perception of 
the effectiveness of PSAs promoting a specific issue. 
3.3.1 What is a Public Service Announcements (PSA)? 
According to the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) of the United States, a public 
service announcement (PSA) is “any announcement for which no charge is made and which 
                                                     
17 Although Chapter 1 already introduced some key definitions of PSAs, Section 3.3.1 provides a more thorough 
explanation of PSAs with some evidence from previous studies in this area. 
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promotes programmes, activities, or services of federal, state, or local governments … or the 
programmes, activities or services of non-profit organisations …and other announcements regarded 
as serving community interests” (cited in Sadow, 2012, p. 43). PSAs are “persuasive, yet highly 
specialised forms of communication utilised to disseminate information on public issues to the 
masses” (Lynn, 1974, p.622). It is also agreed by Chan & Chang (2013) that PSAs are an important 
and persuasive way of disseminating information to people on public issues or government’s 
programmes.  Furthermore, PSAs have been consistently used around the world to inform and 
educate the public on social or health issues (Kareklas et al., 2015; Mahoney, 2010; Lancaster & 
Lancaster, 2002; Lynn, 1974; Van Stee et al., 2012) to help people improve their safety and welfare 
(Chan & Chang, 2013), and to reinforce community standards by discouraging improper behaviours 
that invoke public displeasure (Nabi, 2015). For example, the issues brought by PSAs are associated 
with alcohol abuse, drugs, cigarette smoking, intolerable sexual practices (specifically emphasised 
on HIV/AIDS risk reduction), healthy lifestyles, cancer prevention, pragmatic steps in order to 
diffuse impending violence, and ecological and environmental protection (See, for examples, Chan 
& Chang, 2013; Harakeh, Engels, Vohs, van Baaren, & Sargent, 2010; Kareklas et al., 2015; 
Mahoney, 2010 ;Van Stee et al., 2012). 
The term ‘PSA’ is used interchangeably with public service advertising (Chan & Chang, 
2013; Lynn, 1974).  Other researchers use the term ‘prosocial advertising’ when referring to PSAs 
(Harakeh et al., 2010).  Regardless of the different terms used, many researchers agree that 
advertising has become one of the most important platforms of strategic communication in 
promoting messages on products, services or consumer causes (Kiwanuka-Tondo et al., 2009; 
Molleda & Roberts, 2010) Although PSAs have been argued to differ from advertising in terms of 
definition and purposes (as mentioned in Chapter 1), many researchers refer to PSAs as one of the 
genres in advertising (Harakeh et al., 2010; Lundgren & McMakin, 2009; Lynn, 1974).  
The objective of PSAs is similar to commercial advertising except that the messages are 
informative and persuasive in convincing the public to conform to certain underlying agendas or 
goals (Siuyi, 2006). To be specific, Siuyi (2006) further explains that the role of PSA messages in 
contemporary society can be divided into four categories:  
i. to inform the public on health awareness and community safety;  
ii. to educate the public concerning rights and responsibilities;  
iii. to alert the public on social issues in order to get them involved in tackling those problems; 
and,  
iv. to earn the support from the public to perform duties for mutual benefit.  
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Chan and Chang (2013) describe PSAs as voluntary announcements that support activities of 
federal, state, local governments, non-profit organisations, or any other announcements serving 
community interests. Stephenson, Reese, and Beadle (2005, p. 123) further discussed that 
“broadcasters cannot charge PSAs for the airtime slot as they are obligated to air them to help fulfill 
their license under the obligation of ‘serving the public interest’ and to promote goodwill within 
their specific market.” Lundgren and McMakin (2009) also supported the argument that PSAs are 
not intended to promote any products, commercial brands, or services, but are usually used by 
Government and non-profit organisations to serve the public interests in educating them about 
important causes and issues. Moreover, PSAs normally are spot run by broadcasting or cable 
stations that help to raise funds for the organisation’s cause or to promote safety as well as to 
support other programmes of social benefits (Stephenson et al., 2005). It is a short segment of the 
television and radio stations run between regular programmes, just like commercials and intended to 
change the public’s attitudes on specific issues (Sadow, 2012).  
Concerning the social objectives of PSAs, Chan & Chang (2013)  argue that PSAs are more 
focused on people’s attitude and issue awareness which may lead the target audience to know and 
favour the issues disseminated through media. This is argued by Gantz et al. (2008) that people only 
like and favour certain PSAs but “their behaviours or practices often remain apparently unaffected 
by the messages” (p. 2). Nevertheless, previous studies have shown that PSAs also influence 
consumers’ attitudes and behaviours towards public health and safety issues (Kareklas et al., 2015) 
rather than being well informed of the issues. Scheufele and Tewksbury (2007) argued that the main 
purpose of PSAs is to provide information on certain issues or to reinforce existing attitudes rather 
than changing the public’s behaviours. This was discussed earlier in Chapter 1. 
Behavioural change is not the focus of this study. The focus is on PSAs being part of the 
strategic communication process, in order to discover the types of media messages communicated 
to the public. Previous findings relevant to this focus are discussed in the next sub-section. 
3.3.2 Audiences’ perceptions of PSAs 
 
In an experimental study conducted in 2010 involving young audiences, Klimes-Dougan & 
Lee (2010) examined the use of a simulated PSA billboard with messages aim to help prevent 
people with depressive tendencies being drawn into suicidal behaviours. The key finding from the 
study, however, was that the message had been perceived as less useful by the respondents than 
when they were required to provide responses on televised PSA concerning the suicide prevention 
message. These results, in fact, were more positive because the respondents perceived this PSA 
messages as beneficial in providing essential information on how to overcome depression and 
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prevent suicide compared to the billboard messages (Klimes-Dougan & Lee, 2010). On the other 
hand, when the respondents were required to provide responses on televised PSA concerning the 
suicide prevention message, the results were more positive because they perceived that PSA 
messages were beneficial in providing essential information on how to overcome mental depression 
and prevent suicide compared to the billboard messages (Klimes-Dougan & Lee, 2010). 
Linking PSAs to adults’ attitudes was also investigated in other areas of health. For example, 
a study was conducted by researchers on 1020 public audiences through a survey researching the 
perceived effectiveness of anti-tobacco advertisements (Murphy-Hoefer, Hyland, & Higbee, 2008). 
The study reported that the respondents were persuasively impressed by the adverse health 
consequence of advertisements after viewing messages from three categories of anti-tobacco 
advertisements (social norms, health consequences, and tobacco industry manipulation). The use of 
a dramatic execution technique to convey the message was rated significantly more persuasive than 
other techniques, such as humor, sarcasm and exemplary testimony (Murphy-Hoefer et al., 2008). 
From the overall result, a majority of the respondents (85%) agreed that the advertisements attracted 
the young adults’ attention, 50% responded that the advertisements would influence their attitudes 
in deciding to smoke less or quit smoking, and almost one-third (30%) would share the impression 
obtained from the advertisements with their friends (Murphy-Hoefer et al., 2008).  
This study differs from other studies in a number of ways. Firstly, I examine the meanings of 
‘national unity’ and its importance across a wider range of media, encompassing PSAs in the form 
of print, broadcast, and online media. Secondly, I not only explore the construction of ‘national 
unity’ from the elites’ frame, but more importantly I explore how audiences construct their own 
frames in interpreting the ‘national unity’ messages, which may produce alternative understandings 
of such issues beyond the ‘preferred frame’ of the elites. Thirdly, I identify multiple frames that 
emerged from the lexical and visual data of PSAs, as well as the frames used by audiences in their 
interpretation of ‘national unity’ messages, and examine how certain frames are made dominant 
over the others. The use of focus group interviews to gain in-depth responses from participants of 
the different ethnic groups is explained in the methodology chapter (Chapter 5). 
3.4 Multiculturalism 
The term ‘multiculturalism’ is not without contentions and controversies: there still remains 
a long-standing dispute in which scholars claims that multiculturalism does not have a 
straightforward definition as it always means different things in different contexts (Hartmann, 
2015; Moran, 2011). One reason for the contentiousness is that the term multiculturalism ending in 
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‘ism’ suggests some sort of ideological basis relevant to cultural diversity (Holman & 
Arunachalam, 2015). Given that most of the recent literature on the problems of multiculturalism 
and cultural diversity are centered on ethnicity, the next section reviews the understandings of what 
it means to be a multicultural society and how cultural diversity presents some of the most critical 
issues and problems facing nation-states.  
3.4.1 Perspectives on multiculturalism:  ethnicity and cultural diversity 
 
This section first discusses the concept of culture beyond the cultural products and practices. 
Understanding culture and cultural diversity in this section sees the culture as a primary base to 
constitute knowledge and social construction of reality (Hall, 1996; Keddie, 2012). Moreover, the 
culture is also understood as a system of rules and principles that govern individual behaviours 
shared by language and customs, which determines “the standards for proper speaking” (Wodak et 
al., 2009, p. 21). This is particularly important within the study of discourse to understand how the 
image of a community is constructed and conveyed, predominantly within the discussion of 
‘national culture’ (Wodak et al., 2009). Similarly, Hall (1996) discusses the role of culture within 
the frame of ‘nations’ and ‘national identities’ since people are not only ‘citizens by law’ but also 
participate in constructing ‘the idea of the nation’ as represented in their national cultures. The idea 
of nation and national culture are linked to each other through ‘identities’ and should not be 
regarded as given but rather as discursive cultural representations of social classes, gender or ethnic 
groups that constitute the nation (Hall, 1996; Wodak et al., 2009). Hall remarks: 
 “A national culture is a discourse – a way of constructing meanings which influences 
and organises both our actions and our conception of ourselves… National cultures 
construct identities by producing meanings about ‘the nation’ with which we can 
identify; these are contained in the stories which are told about it, memories which 
connect its present with its past, and imagines which are constructed of it.”  
                           (Hall, 1996, p. 
613) 
 
As such, the notion of culture avowed by Hall (1996) is an unsettled process and never finished, to 
which he draws an analogy of culture as a place of a meeting point where different influences, 
traditions, and forces intersect. Following this line, Rodriguez (2002) chose to view culture as 
‘culturing’ in order to accentuate the dynamic process of individuals in constructing new and 
different meanings, understandings and practices. Similar to Hall (1996), Rodriguez’s 
understanding of culture is always unstable and changeable and, therefore, the meaning is 
constantly negotiating the interplay between uncertainty and meaning, chaos and order, instability 
and stability, homogeneity and diversity, and also the unstructured and organised (Rodriguez, 
2002).  
38 
 
 In relation to cultural diversity, multiculturalism, as discussed in Chapter 1, suggests that 
this concept does not refer to demographic characteristics or social groups, rather it is a process of 
learning to live with diversity (Hartmann, 2015). This suggests that multiculturalism is understood 
as cultural-political process18 that reflects cultural diversity in society, allowing ethnic minorities to 
retain their culture and figure it out how to understand, engage, and address the emerging 
demographic realities with people of social and cultural differences (Hartmann, 2015; Holman & 
Arunachalam, 2015; Keddie, 2012). As such, the issue of multiculturalism continue to be the topic 
of concern and discussion particularly concerning people’s responsibilities in maintaining and 
achieving multicultural harmony, while at the same time there is less emphasis on State’s 
responsibilities on how to provide equal treatment and opportunities to ethnic minorities within the 
nation-states (See, for example, Holman & Arunachalam, 2015). Although the development of 
multicultural policies have been well documented in some countries (Moran, 2011), without more 
emphasis on the role of the State in promoting equality and justice to a multicultural society, it is 
not surprising that the cultural-political process of learning with diversity will face a dead end and 
the policy will become aimless.   
These limitations to multicultural policies suggest that there is a need to further investigate how 
people of a multicultural society perceive the State’s role in preserving their rights and needs 
through the Government’s construction of ‘national unity’.  
3.5 Conclusion 
The literature reviewed in this chapter would seem to be most important for current and future 
work of PSAs and public communication campaigns in the specific areas of health and social issues 
(Kareklas et al., 2015; Mahoney, 2010; Lancaster & Lancaster, 2002; Lynn, 1974; Van Stee et al., 
2012). For example, most of the earlier studies conducted were in specific areas of PSAs, such as 
HIV/AIDS prevention, anti-drugs, smoking and suicide prevention. Very few studies have 
examined advertising or campaigns promoting nation-building (e.g., Taylor, 2000; Taylor & Kent, 
2009;Wan Husin, 2011), and none have yet studied the construction of ‘national unity’ from the 
lens of strategic communication and multiculturalism within the Malaysian context. Previous 
studies also reveal that the use of strategic communications through persuasion has successfully 
created a strong sense of national identity, addressed health issues, and revitalised national brand 
products in the global market (See, for examples, García, 2013; 2012; Kiwanuka-Tondo, Hamilton, 
& Katz Jameson, 2009; Molleda & Roberts, 2010). Those studies, however, only looked at one 
                                                     
18 It is understood as cultural-political process because it is usually enshrined in the multicultural policy that erodes 
shared foundations of national citizenships and shared values over cultural diversity (Rietveld, 2013).  
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aspect of the frame – either the organisational frame or the elites frame – while disregarding 
audiences’ responses as another important frame for holistic strategic communication.  
Of the previous studies on media messages, advertising and campaigns, there are still a 
number of important lines of research not related to the specific work of PSAs found in this study 
(for example, the construction of ‘national unity’). There are, however, two implications from the 
literature review offered in this chapter that would seem to be most relevant. Firstly, the literature 
reviews suggest that the examination of strategic communication’s role in persuasion (such as the 
influence of PSAs in changing the individual attitudes or behaviours) must also look at media 
messages broadly to better interpret how strategic communications create and exchanges meanings 
in order to build the understanding of a particular issue. Secondly, the use of strategic 
communication techniques (i.e. slogan, phrases, images, and spokespersons) and certain types of 
messages (i.e. awareness, instruction, or persuasion) to communicate the meanings of a certain issue 
may influence audience perceptions of media messages and enhance public understanding of these 
meanings. This implies that there should be ongoing studies about PSAs as a strategic 
communication process whether the issues are about Government’s policies, ‘national unity’, health 
or social concerns, which can, therefore, expand the academic range of PSA research that 
previously centred on social and health issues.  
The next chapter discusses the concepts in framing theory, the relationship of framing within the 
concepts of strategic communications and multiculturalism, and the adoption of frame analysis and 
audience frame analysis that guides the data interpretation and analysis throughout this study.  
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Chapter 4 – Theoretical Framework: Framing theory 
 
    “If a problem can't be solved within the frame it was conceived, the 
solution lies in reframing the problem.” – Brian McGreevy 
 
4.1  Introduction  
This chapter presents and discusses the theoretical framework that determines the means of 
this research’s analysis. The knowledge gained from framing theory in this study is two-fold: First, 
it provides the means of examining the research data by rigorously interpreting how the elite power 
selects particular words, images, and visuals. Second, it provides the means of determining how 
people of different ethnic groups interpret these frames so that they may construct their perspectives 
on how what elite power speakers say relates to their views of the world (Tannen, 2014). In other 
words, this chapter primarily justifies the relevance of this thesis’s theoretical framework for 
analysing how ‘national unity’ is constructed by the Government and interpreted by the audiences 
of different ethnic groups. This chapter therefore also addresses the gap in framing theory that until 
now has not addressed how frames are constructed and interpreted by audiences, specifically in 
circumstances where the frames become contested and negotiated (Baran & Davis, 2015), within a 
culturally diverse society. 
In keeping with this aim, this chapter is organised into four sections. The first explains the 
nature of framing, its strategic communications, and how it frames ‘national unity’ using visual 
discourse. The second section first brings together the concept of ‘intra-textuality’ and 
‘contextualisation’ into frame matrix and how they are integrated into the search of meanings to 
understand the representation of reality through Government’s advertisements. The section later 
discusses the frame matrix, specifically deliberates how the use of framing devices and reasoning 
devices (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989; Van Gorp, 2010; 2007) guide the analytical process of the 
Government’s advertisement data. The third section explains audience frame analysis that focuses 
on how audiences make sense of certainly given frames especially in the multicultural contexts 
involving different ethnic groups (e.g., the construction of ‘national unity’) in a certain context 
(Huang & Fahmy, 2013; Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011). The last section proposes a theoretical 
framework to show how framing can be examined across the level of analysis in examining the 
construction of ‘national unity’ within Malaysian multicultural society. 
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4.2 Framing theory  
This section begins by outlining the nature of framing, discusses its relationship with strategic 
communication, and explains how framing is a relevant framework for examining the construction 
of ‘national unity’ within a culturally diverse society. It then articulates how frame analysis is used 
as groundwork for an in-depth analysis of PSAs. Theoretical gaps are later addressed towards the 
end of this chapter; thus, provide a ground for proposing a model that demonstrates an interactive 
and dynamic process of framing in examining the construction of ‘national unity’ within a culturally 
diverse society.  
4.2.1 Background and overview of framing theory 
Framing theory is becoming increasingly important for many communication sectors in 
today’s society as it has been used in a number of disciplines, including psychology, economics, 
political science, and sociology (Cacciatore et al., 2015). Yet despite its importance, scholars from 
various disciplines research framing among contentious views about the ambiguity of ‘frames’ and 
‘framing’, and how they relate to text generally and media effects particularly (Entman, 1993). As a 
result, framing faces more complex definitions and approaches (Cacciatore et al., 2015; Entman, 
1993; Van Gorp, 2007; Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011). One result of this contention is that the 
meaning of framing depends on research questions being asked, the type of analysis used, and/or 
the researcher’s interest (Hallahan, 1999). Therefore, what follows articulates how framing is used 
in this study.  
The first step is to acknowledge the semantic difference in using ‘frame’ as both a verb (to 
frame) and as a noun (a frame) to explain ‘framing’ (Entman, 1993; Gamson & Modigliani, 1989; 
Hallahan, 2001; Van Gorp, 2007). For example, Entman’s defines frame as a verb: “To frame is to 
select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in 
such a way as to promote a particular problem deﬁnition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, 
and/or treatment recommendation” (1993, p. 52). In this way, the essence of framing is the selection 
to prioritise some facts, images, concepts, phrases, or policies over the others (salience), thus 
unconsciously promoting one particular interpretation of frames. Although the idea of ‘selection’ 
and ‘salience’ represents an important aspect of framing (Entman, 1993; Entman et al., 2009), a 
puzzle remains about the reasons why one particular frame rather than another becomes adopted 
and reinforced as a powerful construction of a particular event, especially when rival or dissonant 
interpretations can be initially projected by different actors in the society.  
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On the other hand, the ‘frame’ when is used as a noun refers to “a central organising idea or 
story line that provides meaning to an unfolding strip of events, weaving a connection among them. 
The frame suggests what the controversy is about, the essence of the issue” (Gamson & Modigliani, 
1989, p. 143) and, therefore, accentuates certain aspects of the issue and downplays others. This 
concept of frames indicates how a news story, for example, is presented through the media. They 
further argued that, in constructing the meanings, the use of ‘interpretive packages’ such as 
information, phrases, symbols, metaphors, and images can influence audiences (Gamson & 
Modigliani, 1989). The frames, nevertheless, also tell audiences how to organise information, 
interpret and give it meaning (Entman, 1993). Entman (2010) adds frames help people to make 
sense of information not only through an issue/event but also through social actors. For example, 
the way media frame a multicultural phenomenon (an event) is by covering celebrations of cultural 
festivals (the topic of the story) involving members of different ethnic groups (actors) (Aziz, Azlan, 
& Ahmad, 2011). Therefore, the information that is selectively framed by the media to reflect 
certain events, issues or actors is intended to show certain frames that are worth mentioning and 
thus provide the meaning of the story (Kendall, 2011).  
Goffman (1974) originally conceived of framing as a way of explaining the consequences of 
human-derived principles of organisation that underlie social events and how individuals become 
involved in (frame) them. He also equated frames to constructs that guide the perception and 
representation of reality through individuals’ communicative processes. In other words, frames are 
not only part of social interactions but also represent the institutionalised ways by which people 
develop their sense of reality and facilitate their orientation in the world (Goffman, 1974). Because 
people actively classify, organise, and interpret their life experiences, these frames answer ‘what is 
going on here’ (Goffman, 1974). Once this question is resolved, individuals can “fit their actions to 
this understanding and ordinarily find that the ongoing world supports this fitting” (Goffman, 1974, 
p. 247). However, Goffman’s work on framing focused more specifically on multiple layers of 
framing in everyday life through language thus neglecting the sociology of how frames are created 
in interaction (Scheff, Phillips, & Kincaid, 2016). Hence, this thesis needs to examine how ‘national 
unity’ and cohesion have been framed socially and historically in Malaysia so that the multiple 
views emanating from its diverse, multi-ethnic society can be understood. The next section 
discusses how framing has been adopted to communicate strategically. 
4.3 Framing and strategic communications  
The definitions of framing used in the previous section ranges from the simple, in that it takes 
a linear form, to the complicated. Framing is defined simply as a linear process (see Diagram 1) that 
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resembles the traditional sender-receiver model of communication (Reese, 2010). This simplicity is 
rejected as too simplistic to represent communication, strategic or otherwise (Holtzhausen & 
Zerfass, 2015). These authors claim that framing occurs outside of the notion of a one-way process 
of transmitting messages from one location to another because it is composed of multiple layers. 
Such is the case in this research where media texts (referred to PSAs) that were available to the 
public are analysed at face value, but also as they apply to how different ethnic groups interpret 
them. This shows that framing remains complex especially when we consider that a certain frame is 
preferred over another while other research may omit certain information that may be necessary to 
construct ‘national unity’ within a culturally diverse society. For that reason, interviewing people of 
different ethnic groups, within their own familiar surroundings, offers in-depth understanding of the 
complexity of framing.  
 
 
  
The terms ‘framing’ and ‘frames’ as articulated in the previous section are complex and yet 
difficult19 to understand as framing is assumed to exist in every level and various aspects (Entman, 
1993; Geise & Baden, 2015; Hallahan, 1999).  That is, the framing, serve a complex role. They are 
on the one hand, part of the process by which the issues are produced and represented, and on the 
other hand, generating the effects of such issue (Entman, 1993; Geise & Baden, 2015; Hallahan, 
1999). Adding to this complexity is the researchers’ adoption and use across a wide range of roles 
in different social contexts. At any given times, depending on the social context, framing will occur 
concurrently according to different frames within frames, which Goffman (1974) termed 
“lamination” to indicate that frames are layered. That framing occurs in this complex way 
highlights its constructedness which, for this thesis, aptly applies to ‘national unity’ insofar as its 
messages are targeted at Malaysia’s culturally diverse society. 
The strength that strategic communication campaigns can achieve is exemplified in the case of 
how the Columbian coffee, Juan Valdez; while it was initially promoted as an exporter of a quality 
product, it was also framed as a symbol of national identity for the Columbian citizens (Molleda & 
Roberts, 2010). Juan Valdez’s strategic communication campaigns increased the demand from the 
local and global market, provided an opportunity for the Government to address the challenges 
faced by coffee growers, and thus re-established pride, identity, and unity of the people (Molleda & 
Roberts, 2010). Strategic framing was similarly valuable to the Maori Party, established in 2004 to 
                                                     
19 Framing seems to be a complex theory as it appears at different stages such as the construction, representation, and 
also the effects (Entman, 1993; Geise & Baden, 2015; Hallahan, 1999). 
Framer 
(Sender) 
 
Frame  
(Message) 
Receiver 
(Effect) 
Diagram 1 –  Linear process of framing (Source: Reese, 2010) 
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give a voice to New Zealand’s indigenous people. Its 2008 political campaign used visual images to 
frame their identity and culture, and electronic texts to engage Maoris and their supporters, resulting 
in increased representation in the NZ general election (Schoenberger-Orgad & Toledano, 2011) 
Although some research has applied framing to strategic communication campaigns, it mainly 
did so to test the impact of strategic framing on individuals. This thesis, however, specifies research 
into the relationship between framing and strategic communication within which the meaning of 
‘national unity’ is constructed by the elite power and further constructed by people of different 
ethnic groups. The data for studying strategic communication is collected from the use of PSAs, 
because they are a significant government tool of the Malaysian Government (Farwell, 2012). The 
next section outlines the relationship between framing and multiculturalism and its potential for 
strategic reach into other the nation’s diverse ethnicity. 
4.4 Framing and multiculturalism 
Significantly, substantial research holds culture to be crucial to an understanding of framing 
(Entman, 1993; Entman et al., 2009; Hall, 1996; Reese, 2001; Van Gorp, 2007). For example, 
Entman (2010; 1993) framing occurs at four levels of communication: content, media content, the 
audience’s interpretation, and the cultural frame. To Reese (2001) , framing involves combining all 
available verbal and visual symbolic resources to cater for different interests, various 
communicators and sources, and cultures. He adds: over time, frames structure the world 
symbolically for various audiences to make it more coherent and thus promote the potential for 
socially shared meaning. However, because the notion of ‘culture’ is complex and somewhat 
relative (Rose, 2012), its meaning is negotiated even though it is crucial (as described above) to 
framing and thus the communication it produces (Armstrong, 2004). Nevertheless, the meaning of 
culture is problematic because it must address the nature of ‘belonging’; does an individual belong 
to a culture, or does a culture belongs to the individual; therefore, culture is perceived as an entity 
rather than a process (Valsiner, 2007).  
A review of the literature reveals various meanings of culture related to an organised set of 
beliefs, codes, folklores, stereotypes, values, norms as framed by particular people (Van Gorp, 
2007) in following religious and secular groups wearing different modes of apparel. This means 
that frames construct “culturally resonant symbols” (Entman, 2010, p. 394) using specific messages 
based on images and symbols to communicate their cultural values among followers and to other 
audiences (Armstrong, 2004; Rose, 2012). By appealing to a “shared repertoire of frames” (Van 
Gorp, 2007, p. 61) to depict culture, frames construct a logic aimed at enabling audiences to 
interpret simple messages from the complex (Entman, 2010; Entman et al., 2009; Reese, 2001). In 
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short, when a particular message is framed, there appears to be a stronger means for texts and 
audiences to resonate when culture underlies the approach to framing (Van Gorp (2007). 
Advertising uses for instance “dominant cultural values” symbolised by iconic markers such as 
representing Chinese New Year by a pair of chopsticks and the dragon dance (Ng, 2008, p. 37) to 
identify with Chinese culture and resonate with its underlying identity.  
However, such messages for a specific target audience for a specific cultural celebration are 
simpler than the challenge of reaching a whole multi-ethnic population such as inhabits Malaysia. 
Because of the pervasive nature of communication technology, the mass media is subject to what 
Halloran (2007) calls ‘eavesdropping audiences’ and thus cannot target specific audience segments.   
While the Malaysian mass media may use specific dialects and cultural programmes to narrowcast 
certain news and advertisements to specific ethnic groups (Ghani & Haidzir, 2014; Khattab, 2006; 
Mohamed Salleh, 2013), it is a different matter for ‘national unity’ messages. They are broadcast 
using strategic campaigns and advertisements that Malaysian multi-ethnic groups may find difficult 
to relate to (Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011). Moreover, other cultural artefacts are often associated with 
promoting ‘national unification’ can be seen through the use of multiple actors (to target all ethnic 
groups) in one programme and also showing different types of foods (i.e. Chinese and Indian foods) 
as ways to develop unity among multi-ethnic groups (Mohamed Salleh, 2013).  
Since the notion of culture is difficult to define, this thesis will examine how the necessity of 
culture to frames, as explained above, characterise PSAs (the data) and they affect the target 
audiences of communicating ‘national unity’. These effects can and will be described by identifying 
the aspects of culture that determine the frames that are constructed to broadcast PSAs to the 
different ethnic groups in Malaysia.  
4.4.1 Framing ‘national unity’ 
The section discusses the link between the framing and ‘national unity’ based on the research 
introduced earlier in this thesis that relates to how PSAs might be framed in such a way to change 
what people think about and support the PSAs’ messages (Callaghan & Schnell, 2005; Chong & 
Druckman, 2007; Kwan & Graves, 2013). This often involves withholding certain information or 
prioritising certain frames so that, in the case of something complex like ‘national unity’, it may be 
interpreted in various ways depending on what an audience regards as salient, notable, or important 
(Entman, 1993; Entman et al., 2009). That is, framing can be used to imply what part of messages 
are valuable and thus shape public opinion (Callaghan & Schnell, 2005). As exemplified in 
Malaysia, what should be selected and what is salient within how messages are framed, routinely 
favour the political elite (Carragee & Roefs, 2004; Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011). How all this 
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relates to the audiences of the Government’s framing is less known as are what is likely to emerge 
from their conversations and what contention may arise (Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011) as 
people actively construct meaning from framed messages (Goffman, 1974). Thus, there is a need to 
examine audience’s interpretation of ‘national unity’ within a culturally diverse society. 
Although the core function of framing is to construct meaning, not all subject matter is at 
issue among these audiences (Van Gorp, 2010). The way certain social matters are framed can be 
free of issue until other frames change the situation (Van Gorp, 2010). In this way, the power of the 
media lies in telling the public “what issues to think about” as well as “how to think about those 
issues”, which in turn suggest that these issues can be solved by developing policies to deal with 
them (Callaghan & Schnell, 2005, p. 15). To that end, this thesis will investigate how the media 
contextualises ‘national unity’ with PSAs by using certain powerful and influential frames. With 
regard to framing and ‘national unity’ discussed earlier in this section, Van Gorp (2007) clearly 
distinguishes between issues and frames, arguing that one issue can be covered in multiple frames 
and the same frame can cover different issues.20 However, his argument does not explicate how 
different frames relate to one another nor how they are used concurrently to contextualise the same 
issue (see Van Gorp, 2007).  
Influenced by that argument, this study also examines whether or not the PSAs identify other 
matters apart from those associated with ‘national unity, as well as conflicting frames (Borah, 2011) 
that might produce alternative understandings of PSAs beyond the ‘preferred frame’ of the elites. 
Understanding how certain types of frames are used to communicate ‘national unity’ through PSAs 
will be a significant contribution to knowledge, to understand which frame dominates. Two issues 
arise about the semantics of ‘national unity’: first, whether the use by the elites of dominant frames 
affects how audiences interpret the meaning; and second, whether conflictive frames exists between 
how the elites construct PSAs and how audiences negotiate these to construct their own meanings. 
For Anderson (2006), a nation is something that produces meanings (through a set of cultural 
representations, i.e. stories, images, national symbols, historical events, landscape, and rituals) that 
provides the means by which citizens imagine how they belong societally. Concerted efforts to 
invent ‘national unity’ and construct a mode of thinking through which the notion of ‘society’ could 
be imagined have been well recognised in Malaysia (Khattab, 2006). It is been a nation with a 
colonial history under British, a long history of identities and cultural diversity, and a multi-ethnic 
                                                     
20 This thesis is interested to explore whether the issue of ‘national unity’ is covered in multiple frames (the 
Government’s construction of frames) and whether multiple issues (other than ‘national unity’) are also presented in 
one frame.  
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population. For example, the visual cultural imagery of apparel, food, games, and other customs has 
been used to symbolically represent the mythology, stories, and experience of Malaysian society 
being unified as a nation (John, 2015). To understand fully how visual framing importantly directs 
current and future research (Rodriguez & Dimitrova, 2011), the next section considers how framing 
and visual discourse come together. 
4.5 Framing and visual discourse 
The claim that “a picture is worth a thousand words” has become a common contemporary 
phrase that could also be called visual discourse (See, Chand & Chaudhary, 2012; Hashim, 2010; 
Rose, 2012; Wang, 2014). Visual frames are scarcely researched even though they are relatively 
prevalent and can be highly salient (Geise & Baden, 2015; Rodriguez & Dimitroqva, 2011). The 
visual framing of familiar imagery tends to be used to communicate a complex idea that seems to 
more closely represent reality than human-made interpretation and thus can heighten strong emotion 
(Garcia & Greenwood, 2013; Rodriguez & Dimitrova, 2011). Yet, despite this acknowledgment of 
the importance of images, many studies focus almost exclusively on using lexical text21 (David & 
Dumanig, 2011; Joris, d’Haenens, & Van Gorp, 2014; Matthes, 2009; Powell, 2011).  
 
The visual framing of the discourse of nation and its culture is a relatively and increasingly 
important new method of studying of visual texts (Fahmy, 2010; Fahmy & Kim, 2008; Huang & 
Fahmy, 2013; Parry, 2011). Previous studies took an inductive visual approach to frame their 
analysis to analyse the content of the news (Parry, 2011) and corporate publications (Garcia & 
Greenwood, 2013). However, these studies were limited to how frame analysis works on the textual 
and photographic elements of these publications without exploring audience responses (Fahmy, 
2010; Rodriguez & Dimitrova, 2011). Hence, because some studies find that including images to 
communicate meanings is useful, it follows that such frames should be added to research that 
previously concentrated on words alone (Fahmy, 2010; Padil & Azahari, 2014). Consequently, in 
this thesis, attention is paid to both lexical and visual texts22 associated with the construction of 
‘national unity’ within the culturally diverse society of Malaysia. It ascertains whether the data from 
Government’s advertisements and focus group participants reflect competing frames.  
                                                     
21 Lexical texts involve the study of words (and other lexical elements) and how they lexicalise particular meanings 
(Geise & Baden, 2015). 
 
22 Lexical and visual texts in this thesis refer to the use of words, images and/or visuals as the elements that constitute 
the frame to present a specific issue (i.e. national unity).  
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4.6 Frame analysis 
This section first explains how the construction of meanings of ‘national unity’ is understood 
in this thesis by using frame analysis. It then articulates how the theoretical framework develops 
into a frame matrix including ‘intra-textuality’23, and ‘contextualisation’ to examine how ‘national 
unity’ is constructed by lexical and visual analysis of governmental PSAs. After discussing at the 
beginning of this chapter the multiple approaches to framing and interpreting what a ‘frame’ is, this 
thesis identifies what is necessary produce a rich and nuanced perspective by acknowledging: 
 Frames can be encountered at different locations in the communication process (Entman, 
1993; Van Gorp, 2007) and therefore are both tangible and intangible. For example, 
frames occur in the minds of frame-makers and their audiences, in media content as 
frame-messengers, and in culture as cultural objects or values (Entman, 1993; Van Gorp, 
2007);  
 Frames are contested and negotiated (Baran & Davis, 2015) and therefore are part of 
contested meaning between different actors (i.e., elites & audiences) (Vliegenthart & van 
Zoonen, 2011). For example, the same frame may not carry the same interpretation of 
meanings between elites and people, as well as among different groups of people; 
 Frames are multiple and can thus be contradicting and complementing (Vliegenthart & 
van Zoonen, 2011). For example, there may be a dominant frame (as the result of elite 
constructions of the frame) but there may also be a variety of frames or conflicting frames 
(the latter results from people interpreting given frames variously); 
 Frames are used as organising principles that determine how they organise, document and 
explain social reality (Carter, 2013; Reese, 2001) which then guide the interpretations of 
certain either straightforward of contentions matters. For example, lexical and visual texts 
are analysed using a frame matrix as explained above (Joris et al., 2014; Van Gorp, 2010; 
2007). 
Even these descriptions do not necessarily acknowledge the complexity entailed in frame analysis 
that applies to various systems and other contexts across governments and societies. 
When ‘intra-textuality’ and ‘contextualisation’ are methodologically central to visual analysis 
framing, they are particularly useful to analysing words and images and new sets of meanings 
constructed by and within them (Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011; Walsh, 2006). These concepts 
are, in turn, central to the frame matrix that is adopted in this thesis to systematically and rigorously 
                                                     
23 Intra-textuality in this thesis looks at the relationship between properties within texts (Walsh, 2006). Section 4.6.2 
will further discuss the details of the properties within texts.   
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analyse the Government’s PSAs thus answer its first research question. In fact, frame analysis is 
also used for audience analysis. Framing is also useful because it adds both a macro- and micro-
level of analysis (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007), the former covering how the representation of 
reality in relations to ‘national unity’ is presented and the latter referring to how such reality is 
interpreted by audiences. This macro-micro distinction describes the link between frame-maker and 
frame-interpreter who occupy the dynamic social process within a larger society where “social 
reality is produced, reproduced and transformed” (Van Gorp, 2007, p. 73).  
The next section articulates how the data will be analysed by adopting Van Gorp’s frame 
matrix (2010; 2007) (integrating both framing and reasoning devices) together with the concepts of 
‘intra-textuality’ (Walsh, 2006) and ‘contextualisation’ (Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011). 
4.6.1 Frame matrix 
 
Frame matrix is adopted in this study to understand the organisation of meanings in the 
Government’s advertisements which are ‘governed by frames’ through the use of language, images, 
context, society and culture (Joris et al., 2014; Kwan & Graves, 2013; Van Gorp, 2010; 2007). 
Building on the classic “signature matrix” (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989), this study expands the 
frame analysis through distinguishing what each frame covers about the meaning of ‘national unity’ 
by identifying the “frame matrix” that integrates both ‘framing devices’ and ‘reasoning devices’ 
(Joris et al., 2014; Van Gorp, 2010; 2007). The next section discusses the two important 
components of frame matrix (framing devices and reasoning devices). 
Framing devices 
Different frames used in communication are constructed upon stories/discourses/ideologies 
within any discourse to function as the constituent parts of that discourse (Gamson & Modigliani, 
1989). This is why discourse is described as both constituting of social practice, because it 
constructs social identities and subject positions, and constitutive because it contributes to society 
by “reproducing social relations…as well as systems of knowledge and belief”(Fairclough, 1992, 
64-65). The constituent parts specifically refer to five framing devices (i.e., catchphrases, 
exemplars, metaphors, depictions, and visual images) that suggest what audiences should think 
about (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989) and how they should feel about texts (Gross, 2008). In other 
words, framing underlies interpretation (Kwan & Graves, 2013; Van Gorp, 2010; 2007). In the case 
of this thesis, framing thus describes how ‘national unity’ is constructed by framers using lexical 
and visual texts, and interpreted by audiences (Kwan & Graves, 2013; Van Gorp, 2010; 2007). This 
thesis analyses these five framing devices with the aim of rigorously interpreting the responses of 
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people of different ethnic groups. However, because these devices have not been clearly described, 
this study illustrates in Table 1 the working definitions of them (Kwan & Graves, 2013) to conduct 
a coherent frame analysis of PSAs and audience interpretations of their messages. These working 
definitions combine views from both contemporary and historical events that relate to the 
construction of ‘national unity’. 
No Framing 
devices 
Details 
1 Catchphrases The words or phrases that capture the frame’s central issue to 
gather attention in the forms of the slogan, theme, or 
manifesto.  
2 Exemplars Historical or contemporary events used to exemplify the 
frame. 
3 Metaphors Showing in an indirect way why the issue matters or the use 
of analogies and symbols depicting the frame. 
4 Depictions Explaining the frame with characterisations of relevant 
subjects. 
5 Visual image Delivering the frame through icons and other illustrative 
descriptors. 
Table 1 – Gamson’s five framing devices and their ‘working definitions’ (Kwan & Graves, 2013) 
The reason for this approach is to clarify how a particular matter is made salient or prominent 
in the text (e.g., Cacciatore et al., 2015; Carter, 2013; Entman, 2010; 1993; Van Gorp, 2010; 2007) 
and also to discover the intentions behind the framing (Kwan & Graves, 2013). Although the 
definition of ‘national unity’ comes from the ‘authority-defined’ principle (Shamsul & Athi, 2015; 
Shamsul, 2004; 1996), the meaning will not be simply taken-for-granted but rather be perceived as 
a dynamic concept in that is continually change among its audiences. Hence, the selection of 
images, words and symbols forms a specific ‘frame of reference’ (see Goffman, 1974) by which the 
people can construct meaning (Carter, 2013). The findings of this research show later how this 
reference is important.  
Reasoning devices 
This section discusses how reasoning devices are also crucial to the frame matrix that guides 
the interpretation of the data. In this study, they are considered as an extension to framing devices 
(Van Gorp, 2010) by not only identifying the elements of framing devices but also how they are 
used to construct meanings. The reasoning devices are, therefore, the underlying, manifest or latent 
elements in the texts, in the form of explicit and implicit texts of a given frame (Joris et al., 2014; 
Van Gorp, 2007). These devices can be found with the definition of an issue, its interpretation or 
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what it causes, moral judgement, and potential solutions or policies, all of which justify what a 
frame constructs (Van Gorp, 2010; 2007). Although a “signature matrix” can identify several 
elements of both framing and reasoning devices, not all signature elements are always present in a 
given frame (Kwan & Graves, 2013). As a means of analysis, this study combines four reasoning 
devices (see Gamson & Modigliani, 1989) with another element of ‘assigning responsibility’24 (see 
Van Gorp (2010; 2007). Table 2 elaborates the reasoning devices used in this study.  
No Reasoning device Explanation 
1 Defining a problem The central idea that captures the frame’s version of 
reality. What are the problems need to be addressed? 
2 Diagnose causes The cause of the problem 
3 Assigning responsibility Who is responsible for causing and preserving the 
problem? 
4 Passing a moral 
judgement 
The underlying values or moral grounds 
5 Propose possible solutions 
or policies 
Solutions to the underlying problems and specific 
policies that help to resolve the problem. 
Table 2 – Reasoning devices (Van Gorp, 2010; 2007) 
To analyse texts, Van Gorp (2010) proposes systematically applying framing and reasoning 
devices, as part of the ‘frame matrix’, to limit a research participant’s subjective involvement and 
thus enhance the reliability and validity of the findings. Although these devices (see Tables 1 & 2) 
guide the interpretation of this thesis’s data, they do not restrict the examination of other aspects in 
the texts such as preferring a particular frame over others (Van Gorp, 2010) to contextualise 
‘national unity’. In conducting an in-depth analysis, in this research also means considering “not 
simply what is included ‘inside’ media frames, but also the silence in the texts” (Kwan & Graves, 
2013, p.15) as argued earlier in this chapter and in Chapter 1. Kwan and Graves (2013) further 
claimed that what a frame-maker says or does not say, and how it is presented or not presented, are 
all part of devising a frame and understanding it fully. The next section further explains how the 
concepts of ‘intra-textuality’ and ‘contextualisation’ are integrated into the frame matrix used to 
examine the construction of ‘national unity’ within Malaysia’s culturally diverse society.  
4.6.2 Why ‘intra-textuality’? 
Examining the construction of ‘national unity’ in the data begins with asking questions about 
how are particular words or images given specific meanings (Rose, 2012) to the nation that people 
                                                     
24 In conducting frame analysis, this thesis also explores to whom ‘responsibility’ for perpetuating ‘national unity’ is 
assigned as represented in the Government’s advertisements.      
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identify with, particularly the object of identification. To understand the meanings that a certain 
frame constructs, the interpretation relies on how the lexical and visual texts relate to each other 
(Lewis, 2001; Rose, 2012; Van Ness, 2010). By discussing how this relationship involves ‘intra-
textuality’ (Walsh, 2006), that is, the way words and images convey their ideas or messages (Van 
Ness, 2010), this concept helps to streamline that relationship. Along this line is to understand the 
explicit meanings that are produced by certain elements (both lexical and visual texts), a question 
about their embedded relationships, interactions, and meanings can be further established through 
the visual method of juxtaposition (Metcalfe, 2015). That is, the use of selected images or words 
and the way those images/words are combined create a new layer of meaning, and thus, 
juxtaposition takes  two known elements and makes anew (Mackay, 2014). In this way, this 
research will not be only looking for ‘visual-textual consistency’ (Huang & Fahmy, 2013, p.193) 
but will also show how a lexical–visual juxtaposition constructs meaning. It also shows whether 
there is consistency or any contradiction within the dynamic relationship between words and images 
(Huang & Fahmy, 2013).  
The juxtaposition is an inquiry through contrasted images, facilitated by the side-by-side 
placing of two juxtaposed images, or images and text (Metcalfe, 2015). By examining the 
juxtaposed images, or images and words, and their relationships, this study constitutes the frame 
that is used by the elite to present meanings (Metcalfe, 2015). The juxtaposition of images helps to 
answer how the images within the frame are contrasted and whether a particular image is 
emphasised (Gardner et al., 2000; Metcalfe, 2015). In specific, juxtaposition can be used as a means 
for serving different purposes of interaction. For example: 1) suggesting logical connections 
between ideas, 2) drawing analogy or similarity, or 3) making a causal claim (Messaris, 1997). As 
such, by looking at texts and letting one text to connect to other texts or images or spoken words 
(interaction) and juxtaposing those words and images, this study allows a more logical, developed 
and nuanced analysis which is important to understanding discourse (Rose, 2012) related to the 
construction of ‘national unity’. In this way, the principle of frames is, therefore, a fundamental 
resource for interpreting meanings within texts (Walsh, 2006). These analyses build on this insight 
and delve into how the texts are used in the construction of meanings by bringing together the idea 
of ‘intra-textuality’ and framing, to explain how meaning is created moment by moment in the 
discourse. Further discussion on how ‘intra-textuality’ leads the process of interpreting ‘visual-
textual consistency’ and ‘juxtaposition’ is discussed in Chapter 5. 
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4.6.3 Bringing the contextualisation into frame matrix 
This section suggests integrating the term ‘contextualisation’ into the structure of frame 
matrices by considering the holistic and in-depth interpretation of the analysis. A basic premise is 
that, framing is very much related to the contexts (Carragee & Roefs, 2004; Matthes, 2009) as 
meanings depend on the context in which frames are encountered (Chong & Druckman, 2007). This 
suggests that frames taken out of context are often meaningless. For example, a previous study has 
examined framing within wider political and social contexts to understand the relationship between 
social movements and news media (Carragee & Roefs, 2004).  However, much of literature 
addresses framing within the political, cultural, and social contexts of how certain topics are 
presented to audiences (See, for examples, Cacciatore et al., 2015; Carragee & Roefs, 2004; Van 
Gorp, 2007) rather than the contexts that are used by audiences in interpreting such topics. This 
thesis argues that audiences interpret the given topics by not only relying on a given frame, but 
actively construing the ‘contextual logics’ (Guilherme & Dietz, 2015) in their construction of 
meanings.   It is, therefore, important to first examine framing and context, as they apply to images, 
words, and visual materials that are embedded in the Government’s advertisements. In examining 
those materials in the data, this thesis focuses on culture and history as both are relevant to which 
meaning of ‘national unity’ is constructed and received within the multi-ethnic society in Malaysia.  
 
Although the meaning of ‘national unity’ can be argued to reflect the contexts of the 
distribution of political elite power (Abd Muis et al., 2012; Padil & Azahari, 2014), this study 
however, moves beyond the ‘politics of parties and numbers’ because it is not designed to promote 
a particular political or institutional objective. Rather, this study is concerned, solely, to understand 
how the ideology is produced within the society through concept, ideas, words, symbols and images 
(Shamsul, 2004) and “how frames, as part of the culture, get embedded in media content” (Van 
Gorp, 2007, p. 61). Further, by understanding how audience’s interpretation of a given frame builds 
their reality, this would explain how ‘national unity’ may be constructed very differently at different 
times by different people depending on their memory of Malaysia’s multi-ethnic history as it relates 
to contemporary society. The next section illustrates how an integrated model of the frame matrix 
guides the analysis of the Government’s advertisement data.  
4.6.4 An integrated model of analysis 
 
A more focused three-dimensional model was developed concentrating on the frame matrix, 
intra-textuality, and contextualisation, and aspects of the literature as reviewed above. By 
integrating ‘intra-textuality’ and ‘contextualisation’ with the frame analysis of Government’s 
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advertisements, some of the ways on how ‘frames’ plays a fundamental role will be made explicit to 
demonstrate the processes of frame-making and meaning-making. The model illustrated in Diagram 
2 may not answer every question concerning the construction of the meaning of ‘national unity’ but 
can be used to guide further discussion and the techniques for analysing the Government’s 
advertisement data.  
 
 
         
                                                                                               Frame analysis    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The outer circle of the framework model represents the current theoretical analysis of this 
thesis that makes framing relevant to examine how ‘national unity’ is constructed in the 
Government’s advertisements through lexical and visual text. The elements within the outer circle 
represent the concepts that comprise the frame matrix: ‘intra-textuality’ and ‘conceptualisation’ 
which are used to analyse the Malaysian Government’s advertisements. The purpose of this model 
is to lead to answers to the question, how ‘national unity’ is constructed in PSAs in Malaysia and 
how the frame-makers choose certain frames over the others to communicate the meanings of 
‘national unity’? This model is designed to examine how PSAs’ texts contribute to the meaning of 
Diagram 2 – An integrated model of frame matrix with ‘intra-textuality’ and contextualisation 
Frame matrix 
Intra-textuality  Contextualisation 
Visual-textual 
consistency & 
juxtaposition 
 
Cultural & 
historical 
context 
 
Text & 
context 
Relationship 
between text & 
context 
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‘national unity’ once seen in the context of Malaysia’s cultural diversity and the framing devices 
used by Government elites. The explanation for each of the concepts represented in this model is 
further discussed in Table 3. 
No Concept Descriptions 
1 Frame analysis To understand the construction of meanings in terms of how certain 
frames become dominant over the others (Carragee & Roefs, 2004; 
Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011), how certain information is in or 
out of a text (Kwan & Graves, 2013), how frames becomes 
contested and negotiated (Baran & Davis, 2015), and more 
accurately how frames are used as principles of organising 
information (Reese, 2001), frame analysis is best adopted in this 
study. 
2 Frame matrix Following Van Gorp (2010; 2007) and his associates, Joris et al. 
(2014), the frame matrix in the framework incorporated both 
framing devices and reasoning devices. A detailed explanation of 
what are the elements in each device has been articulated in Section 
4.6.1. By applying the structure of frame matrix, it is therefore of 
interest to this research to focus on the key elements that are present 
in the frames to understand the construction of ‘national unity’ 
rather than giving attention to all lexical-visual elements and other 
aesthetic aspects of the frames. For example, the use of specific 
metaphor (many hands of different skin colours) repeatedly appears 
in the Government’s advertisements. 
3 Intra-textuality The intra-textual approach (Walsh, 2006) that is adopted in the 
framework guides the analysis of understanding the relationship 
between words, phrases, visuals and images of a given text (i.e. 
Government’s advertisements). Based on the preliminary analysis, 
I looked for textual interaction to understand whether the use of 
lexical-visual elements within the frame is harmony or inconsistent 
among each other. This is known as ‘visual-textual consistency’ 
(Huang & Fahmy, 2013). On the other hand, the lexical-visual 
elements may also contradict each other through juxtaposed images 
or texts which are termed as ‘juxtaposition’ (Gardner et al., 2000; 
Metcalfe, 2015).  
4 Contextualisation  This study on framing suggests how the use of media by certain 
power, constructs and re-constructs social reality through the 
presentation of words, screenplays, pictures, and contexts (Carter, 
2013). As such, it points to the importance of examining how the 
meaning of ‘national unity’ is constructed to suggest the cultural 
and historical context of the multi-ethnic society in Malaysia. In a 
number of examples of the preliminary analysis of the 
Government’s advertisements, the cultural elements in the form of 
musical instruments, dances, food, and ethnic celebrations were 
always present in the frames. The use of certain symbols such as 
keris (ceremonial knife/kris), historical narratives that remind 
people of what has happened after the Independence, black and 
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white pictures to reflect past historical events, on the other hand, 
suggest the historical context of the frame.    
Table 3 – An explanation of integrated model of frame matrix with ‘intra-textuality’ and 
‘contextualisation’ 
While this model from the frame analysis only works for Government’s advertisements, the 
next section explains how audiences construct their own interpretations.  
4.7 Audience frame analysis 
 
This section provides a framework for examining how audiences might interpret PSA 
messages by constructing the PSA messages from the Government elites. Theoretically, the 
understanding of audience frame analysis requires a more logical, critical and in-depth analysis of 
audiences’ interpretation of meanings as their ability to not only accept the given meanings but also 
refuse the dominant meanings constructed by the elites (Carragee & Roefs, 2004). Audience frame 
analysis refers to the way its members make sense of issues based on they think, feel and experience 
and thus process these issues (Fahmy, 2010). Frame analysis falls within discourse analysis as it 
would relate, in the case of this thesis, to understanding how meaning is framed in Government’s 
PSAs using of lexical and visual texts within the context of society and culture (e.g., Carragee & 
Roefs, 2004; Van Gorp, 2007; Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011).  
Methodologically, this study integrates the structure of frame matrix (combining both framing 
devices and reasoning devices) (Joris et al., 2014; Van Gorp, 2010; 2007) not only to understand 
how audiences are engaged in the construction of meanings, but also their expression of 
disagreements towards a given issue (Buttny & Hashim, 2015) related to ‘national unity’. As such, 
this study does not only focus on how language is used as an exchange of information, but also how 
it is applied in “social processes through which norms and meanings for communication are 
continually negotiated” (Guillem, 2009, p. 731). This is how the concept of framing suggests the 
discourse of public role — how certain issues are spoken in public — giving an opportunity to 
people to participate, provide critical and constructive views about given issues through group 
discussions (Craig, 2005). For example, participants may use their knowledge and experiences to 
talk about events or tell stories about what was said in the past, and of what could/should be said in 
the future (Buttny & Hashim, 2015). By extending frame analysis on audiences as suggested by 
Fahmy (2010); Huang & Fahmy, (2013); Rodriguez & Dimitrova (2011); and Scheufele and 
Tewksbury (2007), this study does not take for granted that the construction of ‘national unity’ by 
the elites is always referred to as the solution for ethnic issues and conflict. Rather, this thesis seeks 
to discover how such construction may also be perceived as a problem within a multi-ethnic society 
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through audience responses (micro-construct’ frame). Furthermore, this study does not simply focus 
on the framing effect (i.e., what consequences do the frames have) (e.g., Vliegenthart & van 
Zoonen, 2011), but also seeks to understand how audiences make sense of the frames, both lexically 
and visually, and how the frames become contested and negotiated (Baran & Davis, 2015). 
In making sense of the frames, a few studies suggest that audiences rely on a construction of 
reality built from their personal experiences in social interactions, and selective interpretations from 
the mass media (Borah, 2011; Carter, 2013; Chan, 2012). This study also reviews the literature 
about the use of certain techniques and influences as a way of identifying how the media frame 
certain aspects of reality by producing images and messages that can influence audiences (Borah, 
2011; Carter, 2013). By looking at these techniques and their influences, framing does not only not 
only suggest ways of thinking about how something should be (Kendall, 2011), but also, how one 
should feel about it. As such, this section argues that the Malaysian Government’s PSAs do not 
only concern themselves with communicating what ‘national unity’ is and how it should be 
achieved, but also strengthens their emotional appeal. With the support of framing techniques in 
creating attractive and interesting messages (Carter, 2013; Geise & Baden, 2015; Rodriguez & 
Dimitrova, 2011), rhetoric can be more influential in influencing audiences. Rhetoric can be 
referred to “the strategic use of communication, oral or written, to achieve specifiable goals” 
(Kuypers, 2010, p.288) through the selected use of images, symbols, and depictions of a specific 
issue (Stiles, 2012).  
It is notable that, when framing targets the emotions of its audience members, such as 
empathy and sympathy, they can be stronger than if seeking to affect individual, knowledge-based 
opinions about any issue (Gross, 2008). Similarly, Van Stee et al. (2012) finds that individuals who 
perceive messages as believable because they are ‘affective’ and thus reflect their personal 
experiences can affect their acceptance of media messages. In other words, media messages 
influence audiences emotionally through their use of visual images and narratives because they 
encourage audiences’ happiness, sadness, fear, surprise, curiosity and relief (Nabi, 2015). On the 
other hand, the route to perceiving something as ‘real’ is mostly associated with logic (Van Stee et 
al., 2012) because audiences actively construct real world views from its fallacies truths derived 
from media messages (Carter, 2013). Some individuals may rely on ‘heuristic cues’ to interpret 
messages based on logic or affect (Entman et al., 2009; Hallahan, 2001)) to mentally shortcut 
information to its conclusion (Hallahan, 2001). For example, what is seen as a reliable or credible 
source (Kareklas et al., 2015) because they present stories convincingly (Nabi, 2015) is tantamount 
to heuristic processing. 
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4.8 A Proposed Framework of Framing 
This section briefly demonstrates a proposed theoretical framework in which framing can be 
examined across the level of analysis. This begins by systematically examining how ‘national 
unity’ is constructed primarily by the Malaysian Government and then in turn by the culturally 
diverse Malaysian public.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
           
 
 
        
     
 
 
 
 
 
Diagram 3 shows a more focused theoretical framework that develops on three meta-frames25: 1) 
the lexical-visual frame; 2) the elites’ frame, and 3) the audience frame. These frames constitute 
both a macro-level construct (how certain issue is presented) and a micro-level construct (how 
certain issue is received) (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). The lexical-visual frame in the proposed 
framework represents specific information/issue that is constructed by the frame-maker. The frame-
maker within the context of this study always comes from the State representatives and, therefore, 
constitute as the elites frame. This process of analysis is coined as a macro-level construct. On the 
other hand, framing is a dynamically negotiated process that allows people to interpret the given 
                                                     
25 To avoid any confusion about frames, the term meta-frame is used in this thesis to refer to the three main frames as 
shown in the model. The analysis of the main frames will later reveal and present the sub-frames that emerged from the 
analytical interpretation of government advertisement and interview data.   
 
The lexical-visual frame and elites’ frame are related to each other in this thesis as the elites (the frame-maker) 
construct the meanings of ‘national unity’ through the use of lexical-visual elements supporting the communicated 
messages in PSAs. 
The construction of 
‘national unity’ within 
culturally diverse 
society  
Lexical-visual 
frame  
Elites frame 
Audience 
frame 
Diagram 3 – A proposed theoretical framework of framing in examining the 
construction of ‘national unity’ 
Competing frames 
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issue (Hiller, 2012) through audience frame where the process is called a micro-level construct. As 
frames are developed as a result of dynamic interaction where the meanings are negotiated and 
contested, multiples frames are suggested to take place. There may be a dominant frame but there 
may also be a variety of frames or competing frames that develop between different stakeholders 
especially between the elites and audience frame. This framework will be used to guide the 
presentations of lexical-visual findings (the frame analysis of Government’s advertisement data) in 
Chapter 6 and findings among different ethnic groups (audience frame analysis of focus group 
interview data) in Chapter 7.  
4.9 Conclusion  
 
From a theoretical perspective, this research, therefore, expands the study of framing theory 
by examining the Malaysian Government’s PSAs through a frame matrix that integrates both 
framing and reasoning devices to understand the construction of ‘national unity’ within the 
culturally diverse society in Malaysia. From the macro-level construct, this analytic frame provides 
means for discussing frames and framing that is used to examine the elites frame. This research 
further contributes to framing scholarship by extending the frame analysis into audience analysis to 
understand how audiences receive and make sense of these available suggested meanings through 
the micro-level construct. As such, this study contributes to scholarly and academic research to 
understand the construction of ‘national unity’ within culturally diverse society across the level of 
analysis is framed and how frames become contested and negotiated. The next chapter explains the 
methodology to be used to investigate the construction of ‘national unity’ within a culturally diverse 
society by examining the Malaysian Government’s use of the mass media to broadcast PSAs. 
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Chapter 5 – Research Methodology 
 
The inspiring story of a shepherd reminds us how qualitative inquiry is viewed as a 
holistic process.  
“A Portuguese colleague told of driving in a remote area of his country when he came 
upon a sizeable herd of sheep being driven along the road by a shepherd.  Seeing that he 
would be delayed until the sheep could be turned off the road, he got out of the car and 
struck up a conversation with the shepherd. ‘How many sheep do you have?’ he asked. ‘I 
don’t know,’ responded the young man. Surprised at this answer, the traveler asked, 
‘How do you keep track of the flock if you don’t know how many sheep there are? How 
would you know if one was missing?’ The shepherd seemed puzzled by the question. 
Then, he explained, ‘I don’t need to count them. I know each one and I know the whole 
flock. I would know if the flock was not whole.’”  
                [This story is extracted from Patton (2015, p. 68)] 
5.1 Introduction 
This chapter explains the research methodology to address the objectives of the study and to 
investigate the questions posed in this study. Through a qualitative case study, this research is 
designed to understand the construction of ‘national unity’ within culturally diverse society in 
Malaysia focusing both “a macro-level and a micro-level construct” (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 
2007, p. 12) on how ‘national unity’ is constructed by the elite power and how it is received by 
people of different ethnic groups.  The study addresses two research questions. The first question 
examines the construction of ‘national unity’ by the elites:  1) how is ‘national unity’ constructed in 
these PSAs in Malaysia and how do the frame-makers choose certain frames over the others to 
communicate the meanings of ‘national unity’? Secondly, the question investigates the 
interpretation of ‘national unity’ from audiences of different ethnic groups: 2) how is the issue of 
‘national unity’ in these PSAs perceived by the intended audiences and what frames do they apply 
in their interpretations of these PSAs?  
This chapter begins by presenting the research paradigm and the rationale for conducting 
qualitative research. Before going into the details of what the research paradigm might entail, it is 
important to provide a clear understanding of what ‘methodology’ is. According to Brennen (2013), 
the term ‘methodology’ refers to an epistemological position that consists of various methods and 
strategies for gathering and analysing data in order to understand the construction of social reality. 
Then this chapter moves on to provide detailed discussions of the two phases of data collection 
undertaken in this research. For every phase, the sample selection, data collection, and entire 
process of data analysis are deliberated. The core material analysed in this study is the data from 
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Government’s advertisements and focus group interviews with Malaysians of different ethnic 
groups.   
5.2 Research Paradigm – Constructionist approach 
This section explains how the use of paradigms constitutes proper techniques that shape the 
direction and entire research process for inquiring about the world. A paradigm refers to “a 
worldview – a way of thinking about and making sense of the complexities of the real World” 
(Patton, 2015, p. 80). As such, a paradigm offers a way of looking at the world which is composed 
of certain philosophical assumptions that guide my thinking and action within a specific method of 
conducting the research practice (Brennen, 2013). In this context, the paradigm guides me to know 
what is important and a legitimate way to help limit the scope of an inquiry and, thus, reduce the 
complexity of social reality (Patton, 2015). Most discussions of research paradigms focus on 
tripartite links between epistemology (how knowledge is constructed/what it means to know); 
ontology (the nature of reality/what it is); and methodology (how we gain knowledge about the 
world/the methods that are used to understand social reality) (Brennen, 2013). As such, the 
philosophical assumptions about epistemology, ontology, and methodology are critical in framing 
the research process in order to reconcile the nature of an inquiry and make sense of the data 
through the methods that are employed (Patton, 2015). This section does not intend to discuss the 
philosophical assumptions that underpin different research methods but rather explain the use of an 
appropriate research paradigm for examining the construction of ‘national unity’ in Malaysia.  
Constructionist research can be understood as typically dealing with the practical aspects of 
“what is constructed and how that construction process unfolds” (Holstein & Gubrium, 2008, p. 5). 
As such, the construction of ‘national unity’ within a culturally diverse society can be explored 
through the constructionist paradigm. Although ‘national unity’ is argued to be a strong aspect of 
uniting the people (Mathew & Ansari, 2012), it is also fragile and unsustainable (Engstrom, 2011). 
Within Malaysia, ‘national unity’ has always been a subject of ‘solution’ by the elite power 
(Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011), while at other times it has been the site of contestations over the issue 
of ethnicity and equality among post-colonial people (Noor & Leong, 2013). Such volatility and 
diversity complicate the nation-building process that involves the meanings of ‘national unity’ at 
different levels. Identifying this study through the constructionist paradigm (Holstein & Gubrium, 
2008), which is one of the interpretive research approaches, enables me on the one hand to work 
closely with different stakeholders, primarily the Malaysian elites, and on the other people of 
different ethnic groups – to understand how they make sense of ‘national unity’. In this way, 
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constructionism shows how the interactive process works within the construction of social reality 
(Patton, 2015). 
Ontologically, the qualitative methodology shares its philosophical foundation with the 
constructionist paradigm (which claims meanings are varied, multiple and dependent on 
individual’s perspective), which in turn built upon the premise that reality is socially constructed 
(Brennen, 2013). Therefore, a qualitative research method is incorporated into this study because it 
contributes to the understanding of the world (Patton, 2015) through a means of accessing 
unquantifiable facts, asking questions, searching for meanings, looking for useful ways to talk about 
experiences within the specific political, social and cultural context (Brennen, 2013). The 
ontological position of the qualitative paradigm is to generate multiple truths; Patton (2015) avows 
that “constructionist would seek to capture diverse understandings and multiple realities about 
people’s definitions and experiences of the situations” and thus reject the notion of objectivity and 
single truth.  Correspondingly, as the truths may also be derived from the context, the use of 
interviews, therefore, will allow participants to go into different directions when it comes to their 
own interpretations of truths, ideas, and activities (Wodak et al., 2009). As such, I also presuppose 
that “the best way to learn about people is to be flexible and subjective in one’s approach so that the 
subject’s world can be seen through the subject’s own eyes” (Rubin & Babbie, 2011, p. 51). The 
constructionists also consider that the same fact may have different interpretations in terms of its 
truthfulness and, therefore, there exist many competing notions of reality (Patton, 2015). Thus, 
examining the construction of ‘national unity’ within a culturally diverse society requires an in-
depth understanding of the political, social and cultural system (Patton, 2015) not only from the top 
level of the society but also by approaching the people of different ethnic groups.  The next section 
outlines the qualitative research methods employed in this study.  
5.3 Qualitative research methods 
This research adopts constructionist paradigm as stated in the previous section. 
Constructionism assumes that the meanings are actively constructed by individuals (Holstein & 
Gubrium, 2008) and they are therefore seen as important meaning-makers, as opposed to passive 
channels for retrieving information (Brennen, 2013). In associating constructionism with the 
qualitative method of inquiry (Holstein & Gubrium, 2008), this study attempts to understand the 
relationships that exist between the elites and the society in their construction and interpretation of 
‘national unity’. As elaborated in Chapter 1, the overriding aim of this research is to examine the 
construction of ‘national unity’ within culturally diverse society in Malaysia. Two main areas of 
concerns were identified – firstly, to understand what ‘national unity’ might constitute and how it 
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should be achieved through Government’s advertisements, and, secondly, to explore audiences’ 
interpretations of the meanings of ‘national unity’ and the frames used in their interpretations of 
such meanings. A closer look at the research questions indicates that the main concern of this study 
is to offer an understanding of elites’ perspective (people who hold the power) and audiences’ 
perspectives (people who construct meanings based on their experiences and knowledge). As such, 
this study fits comfortably within the constructionist qualitative inquiry (Patton, 2015) in its 
understanding of the meaning-making process from two different perspectives. 
This theoretical orientation of framing guides me to theoretically structure the data collection 
(how the research should be undertaken), meaning I am able to answer the research questions by 
using appropriate research methods (Rubin & Babbie, 2011). Research methods, on the other hand, 
explain ‘how’ research questions will be answered through the use of strategies or instruments in 
gathering the data (Brennen, 2013).  In terms of method, constructionist qualitative research in this 
study encompasses document analysis and focus group interviews.  The methods that are used to 
collect data included: 1) the collection of Government documents focusing on PSAs in the form of 
print media (stamps, postcards, magazines, and billboards), broadcast media (television), and online 
media (PSAs from Government’s official websites); and 2) focus group interviews with Malaysian 
participants of different ethnic groups. Only a few PSAs were found in the form of print media, and 
they were very hard to find in newspapers because many PSAs in Malaysia are aired through 
broadcast media, mainly television (see, for instance, Khattab, 2006; Lean, 2011; Mohamed Salleh, 
2013). This aside, using frame analysis in this study enables me to understand the textual element in 
PSAs, such as how words and images create meanings, the relationship between lexical-visual 
elements, and, therefore, radio PSAs were excluded as only audio messages can be heard over the 
radio.  
Since this study involves human participants, it is mandatory that an ethical clearance needs to 
be sought through the Ethics Officer of the School of Journalism and Communication (after the 
school merging, it is now known as the School of Communication and Arts), University of 
Queensland, before conducting the fieldwork. After the ethics approval had been granted, I began 
collecting data from the range of available advertisements and focus group interviews. Furthermore, 
I was only permitted to collect data after the research application had been approved by the 
Economic Planning Unit (EPU) in Malaysia. This is a Government body that supervises the conduct 
of research in Malaysia. I received approval to undertake research from EPU on 28 May 2014. To 
have a better understanding of the process of collecting and analysing data, Diagram 4 on the next 
page illustrates the two phases involved in data collection, research participants, and mapping of the 
research questions and objectives of this study. Thereafter, the elaboration of the diagram is 
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revealed in the next sub-section, which discusses each phase of data collection, target respondents, 
recruitment techniques, and data analysis. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
  
 
5.3.1 Lexical and visual data - PSAs  
 
The emphasis of this section is on the constructionist qualitative method that precedes issues 
related to the actual analysis of documents via lexical and visual data of PSAs, the selection and 
collection of PSAs, and methods of analysis. More importantly, this section demonstrates how the 
selection of data for analysis presents issues for constructionist researchers (Linders, 2008). Prior to 
discussing the details about lexical and visual data, it is important to build an understanding of the 
concept of a ‘text’ as the key aspect of any method for visual analysis. Although in qualitative 
research, the term ‘text’ is used to describe printed documents, textbooks, and phone messages, 
textual analysis is in fact far beyond the written form of communication (Brennen, 2013). In textual 
analysis, the texts are seen as “cultural artifacts, material documentary evidence” that is used to 
make sense of people’s lives and provide traces of a socially constructed reality (Brennen, 2013, p. 
78).  To understand various relationships between media, culture, and society, qualitative 
researchers interpret many types of texts, including newspaper articles, books, magazines, websites, 
films, radio and television programmes, advertisements, and musical elements (Brennen, 2013). 
Data interpretation that is used in this study comes from the Government’s advertisements. To make 
Phase 2 (micro-level construct) 
Focus group interviews with young and 
older adults from different ethnic 
groups: 
 Malay 
 Chinese 
 Indian 
 
Phase 1 (macro-level construct) 
Lexical and visual data: 
 Print media (Stamps, postcards, 
magazines & billboards) 
 Broadcast media (Television) 
 Online media (Government website) 
 
 
Data Analysis  
 Frame analysis (PSAs) 
 Audience frame analysis (Focus 
group interviews) 
RQ1 
To examine how ‘national 
unity’ is constructed 
through PSAs 
RQ2 
To explore audiences’ 
perceptions of PSAs and 
audience frames 
Diagram 4 – A qualitative research method of PSAs (Data collection and analysis) 
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things clearer, in this chapter, I use ‘text’26 to identify data consisting of words, images, and/or 
visuals communicated through the Government’s advertisements which later in this chapter refer to 
lexical and visual data of PSAs. 
This study assumes that the construction of meanings is directly connected to the process by 
which power is created, exercised, and maintained. As such, the PSAs, through the lexical-visual 
elements, can be viewed as an attempt to exercise some degree of power via communicating 
information addressed to the intended audiences, which can shape the society and their cultural 
practices (John, 2015; Khattab, 2006; Van Gorp, 2007). Since views of reality are socially 
constructed and culturally embedded, those that are dominant will serve the interests and 
perspectives of those people who exercise the most power within the social structure (Patton, 2015), 
especially within culturally diverse societies. Built on that assumption, this thesis argues that 
ideology and domination are always present in the construction of ‘national unity’ through lexical 
and visual data of PSAs. It is, therefore, the responsibility of the constructionist work to document: 
“how some aspect of reality is constructed through the efforts of social actors; that is, 
to trace the process whereby some element of social life-meanings, institutions, 
identities, norms, problems, routines, and all other conceivable aspects of social reality 
comes into being, emerges, takes shape, becomes understandable acquires visible and 
meaningful boundaries, and takes on constraining and/or facilitating characteristics” 
(Linders, 2008, p. 468). 
The next section shows how PSAs that are often seen as a powerful tool for strategic communication 
(Farwell, 2012) were selected and collected in order to examine what ‘national unity’ might 
constitute and how it should be achieved. 
Selection and collection of PSAs 
The selection of a specific timeframe for a five-year period and the reasons behind the 
selection has been explained in Chapter 1. There are a number of PSAs that were accessible from 
2009 to 2014 through the Malaysian Government official websites, YouTube, and Government’s 
multimedia collection. To begin with the collection of data, I typed several keywords both in Malay 
and English into a Google search engine and YouTube search: iklan perpaduan negara (national 
unity ads), iklan perpaduan (unity ads), iklan perpaduan kaum (racial unity ads), perpaduan dalam 
kepelbagaian (unity in diversity) and perpaduan 1Malaysia (1Malaysia unity). The Google search 
                                                     
26 In the previous chapter, the term ‘text’ refers to variety of elements (words, images, and/or visuals) used to 
communicate meanings through the Government’s advertisement. In this chapter, the ‘text’ refers to the data consisting 
of such elements. Therefore, the ‘text’ in this thesis is both the data (Government’s advertisements) and elements 
(lexical and visual) of the data.  
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has led me to other, specific websites that allow the PSAs to be downloaded. Other PSAs (such as 
billboards, stamps, postcards, and online PSAs) were also downloadable from several Government 
official websites, such as the Institute of Language and Literature Malaysia, Post Malaysia, 
Department of National Unity and Integration Malaysia, and Department of Information, Malaysia. 
In collecting the Government’s advertisements, I acknowledge that not all available data is equally 
significant as some documents (specifically PSAs) were produced for different purposes, different 
target audiences, and under different circumstances, and therefore it comes with methodological 
limitations (Linders, 2008). For that reason, the PSAs in this study were carefully selected based on 
the following conditions:  
1) The PSAs focusing on the Malaysian multiethnic and multicultural nation particularly 
how unity and social cohesion of different groups are represented;  
2) The PSAs are produced by the Government; and 
3) The language used in the PSAs is Malay or English, or if it is in Mandarin or Tamil it is 
accompanied by the subtitles. 
Because this study only concentrates on the multiethnic and multicultural nation, PSAs on health 
and social or environmental issues were not considered. Although those issues are also important 
for the Malaysian society, ‘national unity’ remains the main agenda in moving towards a united 
nation in the year 2020 (as discussed earlier in Chapter 2). During the data collection process, I also 
found many corporate companies, such as Telekom Malaysia™, Petronas, Astro, and Proton, 
broadcast advertisements that promote the same values, such as racial unity and a harmonious 
multicultural society. However, as this research focuses on a concept of ‘national unity’ that is 
constructed by the elite power, the so-called frame-makers27 to present related national issue, this 
study only focuses on PSAs that were produced by the Government.  Besides, the reason for 
selecting Malay or English language is because Malay is the official and national language of 
Malaysia, while English is considered the second language; hence many PSAs were aired in the 
language that is most familiar to the intended audiences. More importantly, I had little 
understanding of Mandarin and Tamil language, which would affect the quality of data 
interpretations. Therefore, PSAs in Mandarin or Tamil without Malay or English subtitles were not 
included. 
In this study, a sample of 102 Government advertisements that communicate messages 
relevant to ‘national unity’ were also hand-collected from other various sources other than online 
searches. For example, the magazine PSAs were collected from the Department of National Unity 
                                                     
27 The frame-makers here refer to the elite power.  
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and Integration Malaysia that produces Muhibah magazine. Furthermore, copies of televised PSAs 
have been collected from the National Film Development Corporation Malaysia (FINAS) and 
National Film Department, Malaysia, on July 8, 2014. I also provided the permission letter granted 
by the Economic Planning Unit (EPU) from Malaysia to be allowed to receive the copies.  The 
details of Government’s advertisements (PSAs in the form of print, broadcast, and online media) 
that promote ‘national unity’ in Malaysia are presented in Table 4: 
No Government’s advertisements / PSAs Total 
1 Magazine/Postcard/Stamp 19 
2 Billboard 9 
3 Television 44 
4 Online (Government official websites) 30 
Total 102 
Table 4 – A sample of PSAs in the form of print, broadcast, and online media 
In deciding what constitutes ‘national unity’, I chose the PSAs according to the themes of 
‘unity’, the elements of ‘unity’, and also advertisements that encourage community values (i.e. 
working together regardless of different ethnic differences). There are several elements identified in 
the PSAs that are connected to ‘national unity’ from the elite’ perspective, such as encouraging 
courtesy, encouraging a sense of responsibility, practicing good moral values, being respectful, 
considerate and tolerant of other people, having harmonious relationships and pride in the nation 
(see, for examples, Aziz et al., 2011; Department of Prime Minister Malaysia, 2010). Although 
those PSAs communicated the same issue (national unity), however, they are represented in 
different elements, genres, styles, and format. For example, some PSAs are accompanied by a 
musical soundtrack to demonstrate individuals’ good values and manners; some are produced in 
animation, some are supported by celebrities to promote harmonious relationships with other ethnic 
groups; and most of the PSAs use a dramatic genre. Although there are Government campaigns for 
‘national unity’ and 1Malaysia, this study focuses on ‘national unity’ PSAs. Those selected PSAs 
were produced in conjunction with religious and cultural festivals, Independence Day, Malaysia 
Day and New Year celebrations. All selected PSAs were also produced by different Government 
media organisations, namely Radio Television Malaysia (RTM), the National Film Development 
Corporation Malaysia (FINAS), and the National Film Department, Malaysia. Some PSAs are 
produced in collaboration with a few Government ministries, such as Ministry of Information, 
Communications, and Culture Malaysia, Ministry of Information, Communications and Culture 
Malaysia, and Ministry of Tourism and Culture Malaysia.  
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The next sub-section provides the discussion about how the lexical and visual data of PSAs 
were analysed using frame analysis. Although Chapter 4 has explained in detail how frame analysis 
is used as a model that integrates the frame matrix, ‘intra-textuality’ and ‘contextualisation’ as the 
methodology for analysing the data, the focus of the next sub-section is more on the process 
involved in analysing the lexical and visual data of PSAs. 
The process of interpreting lexical-visual data 
This section explains the process involved in interpreting lexical-visual data in a way to 
understand the phenomenon that is studied and thus draws an interpretation of meanings and 
significance of the study. When it comes to ‘interpretation’, this study seeks to make sense of the 
findings, answering ‘what does this mean?’, what it does tell me?’, the questions of ‘why?’ and 
‘how?’, offering explanations, attaching significance to what was found, and putting patterns into an 
analytical framework (Patton, 2015). To better understand these questions, I worked back and forth 
between both the data and the existing theoretical knowledge of framing (by using frame matrix as 
the guideline) for making sense of the evidence. Although reading from the data everything seems 
important, it is hard to see how anything in the lexical-visual data stands on its research concern.  
For example, this research concern was to understand the construction of ‘national unity’ in 
Government’s advertisements. However, as there are many elements discussed in the data, 
including other related issues such as religion and socio-economic development, finding the 
connection between my concern and what is in-and-out of the frames became a complex process. 
As such, a coding frame (codebook of the frame matrix) was developed to fit the theoretical 
considerations and the lexical-visual data. Although the data in this study will be analysed using 
Atlas.ti software, the codebook of the frame matrix in Table 5 serves as a coding guideline that 
systematically informs how the data is best interpreted using frame matrix, intra-textuality, and 
contextualisation.     
69 
 
Unit of  
analysis 
 
 
Theme 
Catchphrases/ 
Themes/ 
Slogan 
 
Exemplars 
(Historical and 
cultural 
celebrations) 
Metaphors Depictions and visual images  
 
 
Reasoning 
devices 
 
Intra-textuality 
 
Contextualisation 
Logo / Emblem 
 
National 
instruments 
 
Buildings 
and sites 
 
Theme 1 
 Rakyat 
Didahulukan 
Pencapaian 
Diutamakan  
(People First, 
Performance 
Now) 
 
 Janji Ditepati 
(Promises 
Fulfilled) 
 
 Independence 
Day 
 
 Malaysia Day 
 
 
 The 
Malaysian 
flag in the 
heart 
shape 
 
 A pigeon 
 
 Many 
children 
under the 
same 
umbrella  
 1Malaysia 
logo 
 
 Malaysian 
emblem 
 
 
 Theme’s logo 
 
 National 
flag 
 
 Country’s  
map 
 
 National 
anthem 
 Telekom 
tower  
 
 Tugu 
Negara 
(National  
monument) 
 
 Petronas 
Twin 
Towers 
 
 The Sultan 
Abdul 
Samad 
building 
 
 
 The assigned 
responsibility 
  
 Passing moral 
judgements   
 
 A proposed 
solution 
/policies 
 Visual-
textual 
consistency 
 
 Juxtaposition 
 Historical 
context 
 
 Cultural 
context 
 
Theme 2 
 Perpaduan 
dalam 
kepelbagaian 
(Unity in 
diversity) 
 
 Bersama kita 
amalkan 
nilai-nilai 
murni 
(Together we 
practice good 
values) 
 Chinese New 
Year 
 
 Hari Raya 
 
 Deepavali 
 Hands of 
different 
skin 
colour 
 
 Different 
types of 
fruits 
 
 A tree 
 
 Many 
hands 
holding a 
globe 
 Government’s 
department 
logo 
 
 
 
 Ministry’s 
logo 
 
 
Cultural 
artifacts: 
 
 traditional 
costumes 
 
 dances 
 
 musical 
instruments 
 
 traditional 
dwelling 
Villages  The assigned 
responsibility 
  
 Passing moral 
judgements 
 
 A proposed 
solution 
/policies 
 Visual-
textual 
consistency 
 
 Juxtaposition 
 Historical 
context 
 
 Cultural context 
Table 5 – A sample of coding processes for interpreting Government’s advertisements (Codebook of the frame matrix)
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Data analysis technique - Frame analysis of PSAs 
Since this study focuses on the construction of ‘national unity’ as a discursive practice in 
which particular meanings are produced and reinforced, frame analysis of Government’s 
advertisements as part of the discourse is adopted. The discourse here refers to the language-in-use 
(language that is used in a specific context), and how it is used to communicate the meanings 
(Wodak et al., 2009). Furthermore, the discourse allows social actors to constitute objects of 
knowledge, conditions and social roles, and thus provide a language for talking about a particular 
kind of knowledge (Wodak & Richardson, 2013). By examining the language used, the study 
searches for particular patterns, trying to find out how meaning is constructed and achieved; in 
effect, searching for particular constructions of the world (Goffman, 1974). In this way, it helps to 
understand the way frames are built through the use of a particular frame to the exclusion of all 
others, the selection of words and images that make them more salient in the text to communicate 
meanings (Entman, 1993; Entman et al., 2009). Frames can also be seen as instruments for people 
in power to pursue various interests (Reese, 2001). Globalisation or nation-building, for example, 
can be used by the elite power to promote policy solutions and frame an issue that is influenced by 
their organisational decisions and policies (Rosamond, 1999). For example, the sectors are bound to 
carry out Government’s policies and ensure the public is informed about the planning for ‘national 
unity’ and social cohesion (Taylor, 2000). I examine, therefore, both the way elite power influences, 
and how it is influenced by, not only the organisation but also the framing processes in constructing 
the issue of ‘national unity’ to develop a strategic frame. 
Specifically, the sample of 102 Government’s advertisements was analysed using frame 
analysis that integrates the notion of ‘intra-textuality’ and ‘contextualisation’ (Vliegenthart & van 
Zoonen, 2011; Walsh, 2006) into a frame matrix. When it comes to analysing the lexical and visual 
data of PSAs as document analysis, I acknowledge that “documents, like other forms of data, do not 
speak for themselves but must be made to speak by the analyst” (Linders, 2008, p. 479). It is argued 
that the use of language often communicates the social construction of the dominant members of the 
group (Patton, 2015). As discourse is concerned with the use of language to tell stories, anecdotes, 
jokes, ideologies, make arguments or provide explanations (Wodak & Richardson, 2013), I 
carefully interpret what ‘national unity’ constitutes in PSAs with readings and counter-readings of 
words, images, symbols, as well as metaphors (Kwan & Graves, 2013; Van Gorp, 2010; 2007) 
through an integrated frame analysis. On top of that, I also assume that the language of the text 
always serves certain individual or organisational interest, usually those who are in power, and, 
therefore, it is my responsibility – adopting the constructionist view – to expose the critical 
assumptions and the ideological interests being served (Patton, 2015) that are embedded in the texts. 
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As such, being critical in analysing the data means the analysis “should give a voice to the voiceless 
as it deconstructs those popular culture texts which reproduce stereotypes about the powerless” 
(Patton, 2015, p. 126).   
Prior to conducting the frame analysis of the lexical and visual data of PSAs, I went through 
the process of listening, viewing, and watching the 102 Government advertisements to generate 
some kind of understanding and familiarity with the data. More importantly, I interpreted the data 
by looking at the words, concepts, ideas, themes, issues, and images that were embedded in the 
lexical and visual data within a particular cultural context (Brennen, 2013). I began the preliminary 
analysis of twenty PSAs first, preparing a manual coding process (codebook of the frame matrix), 
and this process guided the preliminary analysis of the data.  To keep track of the evolving concept, 
ideas, and patterns, I used hand-memo writing. I also used the memo to write my interpretation of 
the concept, name the concepts and see the relationships between several connected elements of 
lexical and visual data.  
To assist me with the data analysis, the Atlas.ti software, one type of Computer-Aided 
Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS), was used to help organise and manage the data 
systematically, as well transcribe the audio data. I also attended a two-day Atlas.ti training 
workshop in January 2015 to equip myself with hands-on knowledge of the software, and expand 
my skills in data organisation and analysis. Prior to coding28, I first exported all the Government’s 
advertisement data into the Atlas.ti project file named ‘Hermeneutic Unit’, or HU in short (Friese, 
2014).  During the ongoing coding process, the advertisement data was reviewed one-by-one 
repeatedly with the aim of developing codes that would provide a better understanding of how 
‘national unity’ is constructed through the Government’s advertisements. After that, I searched for 
themes by examining the codes and collated data (Rubin & Babbie, 2011). I then reviewed the data 
again to determine the relationship between the various codes, removed unnecessary codes, and 
combined redundant codes – all in order to develop a set of themes (Saldana, 2009). The themes 
were reviewed several times before deciding on the proper names for each category.  The new 
concepts or themes that emerge from my interpretation were also considered. The concepts and 
themes were coded, sorted and indexed to facilitate the data management (Friese, 2014). Then, the 
process of reading, coding, and refining the themes continued until no further important words and 
visuals remained to be coded, and the list of themes had been refined (Saldana, 2009).  
                                                     
28 Coding in this study is done through an automated coding  process of assigning concepts, categories or codes to 
segments of information that are of interest to this research objectives  (Friese, 2014). 
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Although there might be some patterns and concepts that are not covered in the research 
questions, they are also important aspects to consider. In that regard, I may justifiably need to 
reconsider modifying the research questions to pursue these new patterns. The research question 
that needs to be answered using frame analysis in this study is: 
RQ 1: How ‘national unity’ is constructed in these PSAs in Malaysia and how the frame-
makers choose certain frames over the others to communicate the meanings of ‘national 
unity’? 
The following section explicates the Phase Two of data collection involved conducting focus group 
interviews with participants of different ethnic groups. The section first articulates the meaning of a 
focus group interview and how it differs from a personal interview. Then it moves on to discuss the 
recruitment of focus group interview participants, the role of a moderator, and the challenges I 
faced during the focus group interviews process. The next section concludes with the process of 
transcribing and analysing focus group interview data.   
5.3.2 Focus group interviews 
A focus group interview is one of the qualitative research methods that are often adopted by 
researchers in studying political communication, advertising, public relations, and marketing 
(Brennen, 2013). The focus group interview, which is also called a group discussion or group 
interview, provides an opportunity for a small number of participants to discuss a certain topic 
predetermined by the moderator for the purpose of collecting information (Brennen, 2013; Wodak 
et al., 2009). As the number of participants of the focus group differs from one researcher to 
another, Wodak et al. (2009) suggest that an ideal group interview should consist of a selection of 
five to twelve persons guided by the ‘theoretical sampling’ for the discussion of a particular subject. 
As the focus group interviews often provide inexpensive and timely information, they are used to 
gather the insights of participants concerning issues, policies or new ideas, all of which help 
participants express themselves openly about sensitive matters (Shamsul, 1996) as well as bridge 
“social and cultural differences” among members of the focus group interviews (Brennen, 2013, p. 
30). 
Within a constructionist approach, the interview has been criticised for claiming that the 
interview itself is only seen as a co-production of a text rather than as an account of any real-world 
phenomenon (Silverman, 2006). As such, the constructionist approach suggests that the use of 
interviews can only be focused on participants’ conversational skills rather than the content of what 
they are saying in relation to the reality of the world outside the interviews (Silverman, 2006). In 
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response to this criticism, this study approaches audience frame analysis as a useful starting point 
for understanding the interview contents and thus maintain that interviews impose particular ways 
of understanding reality (Holstein & Gubrium, 2008) based on participants’ knowledge, 
experiences, insights, and contexts. The use of audience frame analysis in focus group interviews 
for this study provides an understanding of how participants are engaged in the construction of 
meanings, and more specifically how they construct their own frames towards ‘national unity’. By 
focusing closely on the content of the ‘co-production of interview talk’, Silverman (2006) agreed 
that another reality can be revealed by looking at ‘when’ and ‘how’ the participants construct 
certain frames is made visible to others.  
When reflecting on the theoretical framework of framing, which suggests that social actors 
engage in the construction of frame (Baran & Davis, 2015; Carter, 2013), it is also important to 
understand how audiences of different ethnic groups interpret and reframe the key messages that are 
communicated. By bringing together people who share similar ethnic background, this group 
discussion creates the opportunity for participants to engage in meaningful conversations about 
‘national unity’ while at the same time giving voice to minority groups whose voices are often 
ignored within the larger society (Patton, 2015). It is argued that when the ruling elites construct 
certain planning, policies, or national programmes (in the form of, for example, campaigns or 
advertisements), the way the key messages are received by audiences is expected to be consistent 
with the elite’s preferred meaning. Most of the time, however, the outcomes of the campaigns or 
advertisements were not consistent with what are intended by the planners (Taylor, 2000; Taylor & 
Kent, 2009). As such, this study contends that the lexical analysis alone does not provide a 
sufficient means of understanding the holistic approach of the construction of ‘national unity’ 
within culturally diverse society. Therefore, focus group interviews with participants of different 
ethnic groups were undertaken. Focus group interviews in this research will be used to answer the 
second and final research question:  
RQ2: How is the issue of ‘national unity’ in these PSAs perceived by the intended audiences 
and what frames do they use in their interpretations of these PSAs? 
In the previous chapters, I use the term ‘audiences’ or ‘participants’ to show how this study extends 
beyond the texts and suggest how ‘diverse voices’ are also important in examining the construction 
of ‘national unity’.  In this chapter, however, I also use the term ‘interlocutors’ to refer to focus 
group interview participants. The next sub-section explains the technique and strategies that have 
been used in recruiting focus group interview participants from different ethnic groups.   
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Recruitment of focus group interview participants 
Since framing theory is only concerned with how issues are portrayed in mass-mediated texts 
and focuses on the salient aspects of issues from the framer’s perspective, it is important for me to 
find out whether the issues that focus on ‘national unity’ are seen as important by audiences of 
different ethnic groups. As audiences are actively making their own meanings (Brennen, 2013; 
Holstein & Gubrium, 2008), their responses to the construction of ‘national unity’ and social 
realities are also part of the strategic framing process (Fahmy, 2010; Huang & Fahmy, 2013; 
Rodriguez & Dimitrova, 2011; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). The focus group interviews in this 
study allowed me to acquire rich background information about audiences’ understanding of 
‘national unity’ and allowed me to probe deeper meaning about the issue discussed (Patton, 2015). 
For this study, the respondents interviewed were from different ethnic, cultural and religious 
backgrounds. In conducting this study, I was aware that the respondents’ religious and cultural 
background must be respected concerning their beliefs, social norms, customs and cultural 
traditions. Furthermore, sensitive issues involving the respondents’ backgrounds were not 
addressed, and the information that they provide will be valued and treated fairly.  
Therefore, the second and last phase of data collection involves focus group interviews with 
Malaysian participants of different ethnic groups (Chinese, Indian, and Malay), and those who are 
residing in Kajang, Selangor. Kajang City was selected as a sampling frame because it has a 
balanced ethnic composition of Malay, Chinese, and Indian people (Department of Statistic 
Malaysia, 2010). Furthermore, the Kajang district has been selected as the sampling frame for 
conducting focus group interviews because of the professional connection that I have with the 
Community chief, which provides a non-challenging access to participants. Amid the changing 
media technologies and increased media literacy among people in this specific area in Malaysia 
(Khattab, 2006), Selangor was determined as a good place for conducting the focus group 
interviews as it is one of the most prosperous and developed states in Malaysia (Department of 
Statistic Malaysia, 2010). Although Selangor is considered as a developed state in Malaysia, the 
selection of Kajang City is relevant for this study because Kajang comprises of urban, suburb, and 
countryside areas (Department of Statistic Malaysia, 2010). For example: 
i. Small cities (i.e. Bangi, Bandar Seri Putra, and Bandar Bukit Mahkota); 
ii. Sections (i.e. Seksyen 3, Taman Kajang Utama, Seksyen 4, Bandar Baru Bangi, and many 
others); and  
iii. Villages (i.e. Kampung Baru Sg. Chua, Kampung Kwan Tung, Kampung Sungai Sekamat, 
and Pekan Batu 14, Hulu Langat). 
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A number of techniques can be used for the recruitment of the participants in the focus group 
interviews, including the ‘purposive sampling technique’. The purposive sampling technique 
involves selecting those participants believed capable of producing the most comprehensive 
understanding of the subject of the study (Rubin & Babbie, 2011) based on what has been suggested 
in the literature. Therefore, the purposive sampling technique was adopted in this study because I 
had specified characteristics of the target respondents, such as young adults between twenty and 
forty years old, and those who are residing in Selangor. The focus group interviews for this study, 
however, were expanding the target participants to older adults (people aged forty to sixty). 
Although I assumed the selected participants had been exposed to what ‘national unity’ is all about 
based on anecdotal evidence of how the idea of ‘national unity’ was continuously waved in the 
media and policies (See, for examples, Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011; John, 2015; Khattab, 2006), this 
assumption was verified during the introductory session of the focus group interviews with the 
participants. This was one way to increase the reliability of the information provided by the 
participants (Brennen, 2013), since having respondents with little knowledge about the subject 
matter might effect the quality of the data.  
Furthermore, I also applied a few strategies for the recruitment of participants. The most 
desirable way to recruit participants was through the residential mailing list. I requested a copy of a 
residential mailing list from the Penghulu (Community chief) in Kajang district, Selangor. To get 
access to the residential mailing list, I had to provide an approval letter for undertaking this research 
granted by the Economic Planning Unit (EPU) Malaysia. This technique, however, only worked 
well for recruiting older adult participants. In addition, a social networking site (Facebook) was also 
used to invite participants for focus group interviews (Brennen, 2013) through the specific 
Facebook page (Anak Selangor Fans Club), inviting involvement from Malaysians of different 
ethnic groups living in Selangor. The responses rates here were very low. The last strategy that I 
adopted by was using opinion leaders (Schenk & Dobler, 2002) to recruit participants, particularly 
participants from suburbs and villages. I sought help from the Penghulu (Community chief) to 
introduce to other head of villages and ethnic minority leaders to help obtain access to potential 
participants. This strategy worked very well, especially recruiting Chinese and Indian participants. 
During the fieldwork period, I was able to establish a good rapport with the community chief and 
minority ethnic group leaders, and therefore I was able to use the Penghulu’s meeting room, 
community hall, bilik gerakan (operations room) of the head of the village at no charge. 
Furthermore, I also used other conveniently located places, such as students’ discussion areas and a 
kindergarten (on a weekend) because I also have close contacts with individuals who have provided 
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the venue for conducting focus group interviews. I also ensured the recruitment did not involve 
vulnerable participants (such as children or participants who are physically or mentally incapable).  
Focus group interview participants 
As mentioned earlier in this section, although this study originally focused on young 
Malaysian adults aged between twenty and forty years of age, I also conducted interviews with two 
groups of older adults (Chinese and Malay) aged forty-one to sixty as suggested Associate Professor 
Bernard McKenna (a reader for my confirmation milestone). The reason that older Indian adults 
was not included in the data is because I received a very low response rate from them (2 
participants) and the number of participants was not enough to form the focus group interview. 
Despite that number, I still arranged the date and place for the group interview but one of the Indian 
participants asked for postponement at the last minute. Although I have re-scheduled the group 
interview at the participants’ convenient time, the interview has to be cancelled when one of them 
couldn’t attend the interview because of other urgent appointment. At last, I have to make a 
decision that older Indian participants need to be excluded because of time limitation (I have to 
return from the fieldwork and prepare for the mid-candidate review milestone).   
There were a couple of reasons of having group interviews with older adults in this study. 
Firstly, older adults29 were among those who had lived during post-colonialism and therefore they 
were assumed to have a long history of relationship experience with people of different ethnic 
groups. Therefore, having group discussions with these people enriched the interview data from a 
cultural-historical perspective, as focus group discussion is an ‘ideal’ approach of recapturing past 
events, experiences, understandings, beliefs, needs, and concerns of individuals (Wodak et al., 
2009). Secondly, although the advertising may have specific target audiences, as discussed in 
Chapter 4, it is almost impossible for the advertising messages not to include other groups (non-
targeted audiences) from receiving the same messages. As such, there may be differences in the 
way that different age groups interpret the Government’s advertisements. 
The third reason for having interviews with older adults was because the cultural lifestyle is 
assumed to have an influence on the construction of meanings of ‘national unity’ among the multi-
ethnic society. This idea has been discussed by (Green et al., 2003), who discovered that the 
dynamic of culture influences people’s lifestyles and social activities. For example, elderly Chinese 
people prefer to join senior citizens’ clubs to socialise with other club members through group 
                                                     
29 Although majority of older adult participants were born after post-colonialism, the information and stories that was 
passed on from one generation to another can be considered as ‘historiography’ (Entman et al., 2009), because they 
draw their evidence from personal narratives that form an oral history.    
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activities, such as creating a healthy living environment for them, while elderly Malay people either 
living in villages or housing areas participated in community or/and religious activities organised by 
either member of a mosque committee, or Village Development and Security Committee (JKKK), 
or Rukun Tetangga (Neighbourhood watch) committee. As such, their interpretations of the 
meanings of ‘national unity’ and perceptions towards the Government’s advertisement promoting 
such messages were assumed to be different from another ethnic groups’ perspective. The details of 
focus group interviews were as follows: 
 
No Date Group interview Place Moderator 
1 29 March 2015 
(Sunday)  
3.30 – 5.20pm 
Malay young adults 
(eleven participants) 
Tadika Celik Minda 
(Kindergarten) Bandar 
Bukit Mahkota, Kajang  
Ms. Siti Nor 
Amalina 
2 6 April 2015 
(Monday)  
8.30 – 10.20pm 
Chinese young adults 
(seven participants) 
Public hall, Kampung Sg. 
Chua, Kajang  
Ms. Lee Ja Yi 
(Annabelle) 
 
3 8 April 2015 
(Wednesday) 
11.30 – 1.20pm 
Older adults (Malay) 
(ten participants) 
Meeting room, Chief 
office, Kajang district, 
Selangor  
Ms. Siti Nor 
Amalina 
4 9 April 2015 
(Thursday) 
8.30 – 10.00pm 
Young adults (Mixed 
ethnic group) 
(eight participants) 
Students’ discussion area, 
University Putra Malaysia, 
Serdang  
Ms. Siti Nor 
Amalina 
5 11 April 2015 
(Saturday) 
10.30 – 12.20pm 
Indian young adults 
(ten participants) 
Meeting room, 
Department of National 
Unity and Integration, 
Bangi Selangor 
Mr. Muniandy 
6 18 April 2015 
(Saturday) 
8.30 – 10.00pm 
Older adults 
(Chinese) 
(five participants) 
Public hall, Kampung 
Kwan Tung, Kajang, 
Selangor.  
Ms. Lee Ja Yi 
(Annabelle) 
 
Total number of group interview participants 51 
Total hours of group interviews 10 hrs. 21 
mins. 
Table 6 – Focus group interviews with participants of different ethnic groups. 
Based on my experience, the response rate would be an issue in a focus group discussion 
because some participants would be dominating the discussion and some would be the followers of 
others in giving their response to the questions. This problem, however, previously occurred 
because I did not possess the right skills in moderating the focus group discussion. However, after 
attending a five-day course of ‘Qualitative Research: Design, Analysis and Representation’ on 30 
September to 4 October, 2013, as well as several workshops on qualitative research methods, I was 
confident and prepared in dealing with such problems in the later focus group discussions. After 
conducting the first group discussion, I was also confident that I could provide the training to the 
other moderators, discuss how to probe additional questions, and also provide suggestions on how 
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to deal with difficult participants. The next sub-section discusses how the moderators were selected 
and the role of moderator in handling the focus group interviews. 
The role of the moderator 
A moderator in focus group interviews refers to a specific role of moderating and guiding the 
group discussion (Patton, 2015). Silverman (2006), on the other hand, suggests the term ‘facilitator’ 
rather than a ‘questioner’, since a skilled facilitator is able to step back from the discussion in order 
for a group dynamic to emerge. Regardless of which term is used, he/she plays an important role to 
create an ‘informal’ but ‘focused’ atmosphere, ensures balanced participation, and prepares to deal 
with participants that may react reticently or loquaciously in a respectful way (Wodak et al., 2009). 
Having an experienced moderator is the advantage in conducting focus group interviews (Brennen, 
2013), as the moderator can limit the number of shortcomings during group discussions, such as 
facing a group pressure or dominant participants, limiting the possibility of probing questions to 
participants, and less interactive communication when participants are dealing with strangers or 
people they hardly know (Wodak et al., 2009). Furthermore, there were other, unexpected 
occurrences during the focus group interview, such as focus group discussions being interrupted, a 
lack of focus resulting in some participants becoming disengaged with the discussion. This was also 
the challenging task for the moderator and, in fact, a multi-tasking task, as he/she should not only 
concentrate on what was being said by the participants, but she should also be taking notes to keep 
track of what was discussed, as well as paying attention to any other participants seeming to 
become disengaged and therefore attempting to pull them back into the discussion.      
Realising that moderators have a significant influence on the collection of rich and nuanced 
information (Patton, 2015), they were carefully selected. To obtain quality data, I hired a Chinese 
and an Indian moderator cum translator to conduct group interviews in Mandarin and Tamil 
languages respectively and then translate the interview data into English.  Due to the difficulty in 
finding experienced moderators in focus group interviews, the selection of moderators for this study 
was on the basis of their experience in personal interviews, their contributions to community 
programmes, and their involvements in social activities. More importantly, moderators had to have 
the confidence in handling group discussions as well as a good command of the participants’ 
mother tongue and English language. Prior to conducting focus group interviews, I had provided 
moderators with one-to-one training, a welcoming speech, the twenty-three ads in a PowerPoint 
slide presentation, some notes, and YouTube videos for conducting focus group interviews. The 
moderators were not only taught about ‘what to do and how to do’, but also prepared with adequate 
knowledge about the project (Brennen, 2013) – especially how to manage the group discussions so 
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that they weren’t dominated by one or two people and that everyone had the chance to share his/her 
own views (Patton, 2015). Moreover, the moderators were informed not to be judgemental about 
participants’ responses, and more importantly not to take part in contributing ideas during the 
discussion (Brennen, 2013). Although I gave full authority to the moderator to conduct the focus 
group interview, I was also at the interview location half an hour early to set up the equipment 
(laptop, LCD projector, and audio recording), prepare refreshments, and also provide a short 
briefing for the moderator.  
 Apart from facilitating the group discussion, the hired moderators were assigned the task of 
transcribing the focus group interviews. As the Chinese translator was happy to do both moderating 
and transcribing, I explained a few things concerning the interview transcription. There were a few 
concerns concerning the transcription of the focus group interview, which are discussed in section 
5.5. However, as the Indian moderator preferred to translate the interview audio rather than 
transcribe, we worked together as he was translating the interview into English; I typed the 
interview scripts. Although it was incredibly time-consuming, it was the only way of proceeding as 
hiring another person for transcribing the audio would lead to confusion since the moderator was 
the one who knew the interview setting and the real meanings of what was discussed by 
participants. The next sub-section provides a discussion about conducting the focus group 
interviews. 
Conducting focus group interviews 
Prior to participation in this study, respondents were provided with an information sheet and 
informed consent form to read and sign.  The information sheet explains to participants the relevant 
information about this research such as the research purpose, benefits and the rights of respondents 
as a part of their participation in this study. However, there were also some situations where the 
moderator was asked to provide the summary of the information sheet. The consent form specifies 
that individuals who participate in this research will do so willingly, completely voluntary and will 
in no way affect their study, job, or any employment evaluations. Besides, they were also informed 
that they are free to withdraw from the study at any time without any action taken against them. 
Apart from that, I also collected some demographic information including their names, age, ethnic 
group, education level, occupation, email, home address, and contact number. However, as the role 
of researchers is to protect the confidentiality of participants’ responses, I have agreed not only their 
real names will be revealed, but also their demographic information. The consensus between me 
and participants has been made as they expressed their concern that they afraid some of their 
demographic information could identify them as the participants and their statements would be 
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twisted by any irresponsible persons. As such, I would not reveal any demographic information 
about the participants to ensure that they enjoy the right to personal identity protection.  This is also 
one way to obtain rich information about ‘national unity’ from ethnic group perspectives and to 
encourage participants to express openly about sensitive issues and policies (Brennen, 2013; 
Shamsul, 1996).  
 In conducting the focus group interviews, participants were first given a brief introduction 
about myself as the researcher and the purpose of having interviews.  The purpose of conducting 
focus group interviews for this study was to understand the issues from participants’ perspectives, 
identify a sort of different views, and their perception (Brennen, 2013) towards Government’s 
advertisements. The interview questions were divided into two parts. In the first part, I asked about 
participants’ understanding of ‘national unity’ and general questions about Government’s 
advertisements that constitute such messages. In the second part of interviews, participants were 
shown twenty-three PSAs (including stamps, postcards, billboards, TV ads, and online ads) and the 
remaining questions were asked to them about their perception and views towards PSAs promoting 
‘national unity’ messages. Although I analysed hundred-and-two Government’s advertisements (as 
mentioned in the previous sub-section 5.3.1), participants were only shown twenty-three PSAs for 
each focus group interview session.  The reason of showing twenty-three PSAs was to get different 
responses towards the different genre of ads and elements of ‘national unity’. For the protection of 
participants’ confidentiality, their names and any identifying information about the participants 
were not recorded. The voluntary participants received souvenirs for participating in this research. 
Another cultural barrier that I might assume before conducting a focus group interview with 
participants especially university students was would feel reluctant to discuss the Government’s 
agenda or evaluation of Government’s programmes in the presence of other group members for fear 
that their views might be misinterpreted or might violate the University Act.  This is because all 
university students must comply with the Subsection 15 (3) of the Universities and University 
Colleges Act 1971 stated that “No person, while he is a student of the University, shall express or 
do anything which may be construed as expressing support, sympathy or opposition to any political 
party or trade union or as expressing support or sympathy with any unlawful organisation, body or 
group of persons” (p. 14) which may violate the university’s rules and regulations. To deal with this 
matter, I also offered follow-up discussions using any medium of communications with participants 
who were not comfortable sharing their stories and expressing their views in a group discussion. 
The use of private messages through WhatsApp and Facebook to get nuanced information was more 
preferred.  In the next sub-section, it is explained the next process after the completion of each 
focus group interview. 
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Transcribing the focus group interview 
This section explains the process involved in transcribing the focus group interviews and also 
several concerns that are significant to this section.  Transcribing the focus group interviews is 
different from transcribing personal interviews or semi-structured interviews. As for the focus 
group interview, I acknowledge that there is more spoken text and also the potential for participants 
to speak simultaneously. As such, I not only referred to each participant by name at the beginning 
of each session, but also mentioned the participants’ names during the session (Brennen, 2013), 
especially when another participant interrupted the discussion while the original participant was 
speaking, or when another participant wanted to add his/her opinion on the issue under discussion. 
Moreover, note-taking during the course of the focus group discussion (Patton, 2015) helped me to 
clearly identify the speaker and to keep track of participation. For transcribing the focus group 
interview, both the Chinese translator and I subscribed to Transcribe Wreally software as this 
software offers user-friendly functions for speeding up, slowing down, pausing and resuming the 
interview’s audio. The software also provides a transcription tool that helped me transcribe the 
interview audio on a single screen without having to continuously switch between a media player 
and a text editor. Once I finished the transcription, the text was exported as a Word document file to 
the desktop.  
 
Apart from me who was transcribing the focus group interview, the Chinese translator also took part 
in the transcription process. To ensure the process runs smoothly, there were two competencies 
required of the Chinese translator that qualified her to transcribe the focus group interview data. 
First, the very basic competence that she has is the ‘linguistic competence, knowledge of the 
language system’ (Danesi, 2015). Since the Chinese translator masters the Mandarin language and 
excels in English, she knows how to use the language during her conversation with the group 
participants and the transcripts were translated into the English.  Second, the Chinese translator also 
demonstrated her subject-matter competence during the training process. That is, she has sufficient 
basic knowledge to understand the concepts and terms discussed during the focus group discussion 
which provides her the ability to transcribe especially areas that link to ‘developing theoretical 
ideas’  (Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 234).   This communicative competence is important for a 
moderator-participant relationship in establishing trust and rapport to get the utmost quality of the 
participants’ input (Daymon & Holloway, 2011). Although the Chinese moderator doesn’t have any 
experience with focus group interviews, her involvement in conducting personal interviews and 
community programmes has improved her skill in diplomacy. In other words, she is also prepared 
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to deal with dominant participants or extreme views that have the tendency to lead the group, off the 
direction (Daymon & Holloway, 2011).   
 
The next section outlines the challenges I faced during the process of conducting the focus group 
interviews.  
Challenges of conducting focus group interviews 
 
In the last phase of data collection, there were no significant changes encountered during the actual 
collection of data. Most things proceeded according to the pre-established plan. Although there 
were minor changes made during the actual collection of data, those changes aimed to engage me in 
rigorous data-collection activities and, as such, improved the quality of data collected. Some of the 
changes that were performed were: 1) conducting an additional focus group interview with young 
adults of different ethnic groups; 2) showing twenty-three Government advertisements to 
participants instead of five, and 3) revising the interview questions. The reason for conducting a 
focus group interview with adults of mixed ethnic groups (Malay, Chinese and Indian) was to 
enable me to challenge my own predictions that there would be a foreseeable risk involved during 
the group discussion in terms of psychological harms (e.g., feelings of unimportance, distress, guilt, 
anger, embarrassment, or fear), as well as social harms (damaging social relationships among ethnic 
groups, annoyance, or racial discrimination). However, after conducting the focus group interviews, 
it proved that my assumptions were not necessarily correct because things may have happened 
differently depending on participants, research area, environment, etc. Furthermore, in the previous 
plan, only five PSAs were going to be shown to participants to avoid longer time spent for 
advertisements viewing than necessary. But since the number of PSAs was too small and couldn’t 
cover different genres of advertisements, I showed instead twenty-seven advertisements during the 
second part of the focus group interview session. Based on my observation of conducting focus 
group interviews and feedback from moderators, the participants enjoyed their time most during the 
viewing of the advertisements, as the topic of the discussion at the beginning was quite intense. 
Apart from the minor changes that occurred during data collection process, I faced a few other 
challenges during data collection, which is discussed in the next paragraphs.  
Hiring moderators – The first challenge I faced was to hire moderators (Chinese and Indian) 
to conduct focus group interviews in Mandarin and Tamil language. During the search for 
moderators, I could not find potential individuals based on the specified criteria as mentioned in the 
previous sub-section.  Although there were a few individuals interested in moderating the focus 
group interviews, I could not bear the risk of hiring people who: 1) lacked the confidence to handle 
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group discussion in the event of aggressive or outspoken participants; 2) had less self-confidence to 
conduct focus group interviews for Ph.D. projects even though he or she may have had experience 
in conducting group discussion for a mini research; and 3) was inexperienced in conducting 
interviews (intensive training was required). With the help of Penghulu, a Chinese community 
leader and a Community development officer from Kajang district, I managed to organise 
competent moderators for focus group interviews.   
Response rate – During the recruitment for focus group interviews, the response rate among 
Chinese community members was quite low, and most of those were not interested in participating 
in group interviews. Some of the explanations for this low response rate were due to participants’ 
work commitments (even on the weekend, as some of the participants are running a business), the 
interviews were scheduled at an inconvenient time, and there was no real incentive to participate. 
To resolve these issues, some measures were taken. Instead of conducting focus group interviews 
during the daytime, I arranged the interviews for the evenings. I also sought help from the Chinese 
community leader of Kajang district to invite people from his community area to participate in 
focus group interviews. This was the best technique for recruiting Chinese participants; using an 
‘opinion leader’30 to spread information to the people. Furthermore, the incentives for participating 
in focus group interviews were improved as participants were provided with some refreshments, 
RM10 food voucher, RM10 cash, and a souvenir (a pen).   
Clerical and administrative work – During the preparation for focus group interviews, there 
was a considerable amount of both clerical and administrative work, for example, sufficient 
materials and equipment required during the interview process, participants needing to be well 
informed of the time and venue, moderators remaining conscientious in keeping to their interview 
schedules, and immediately informing participants about any changes to the interview time and 
venue. Part of the challenge in both clerical and administrative aspects occurred when several 
participants couldn’t find the venue for the focus group interview and, therefore, delayed the 
interview, when the interview was postponed due to unavailability of the venue (the venue was used 
for an urgent official meeting), and when I was insensitive about the meals31 provided at the end of 
the interview session.     
                                                     
30 The ‘opinion leader’ can be referred to a ‘multiplier’ or an influential person who can pass along messages to a group 
of people or members of the social network (Schenk & Dobler, 2002). During the fieldwork, the opinion leader did not 
only invite people to participate in this study, he also communicated the importance of public opinion and responses for 
this study to the participants (Schenk & Dobler, 2002). 
 
31 Although I aware of the Indian participants especially Hindus who cannot eat beef, I didn’t aware of other special 
dietary requirements of the participants as I didn’t provide vegetarian and vegan options. 
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The next sub-section discusses the analytical techniques for analysing focus group interview data 
and the processes involved in analysing the data.  
Data analysis technique – Audience frame analysis 
 
This chapter is slightly different from the use of frame analysis for analysing PSAs in the 
previous section 5.3.1 as it employs audience frame to analyse the focus group interview data. This 
section explains the process of analysing interview data based on the two principles that guide this 
process: 1) acknowledging multiple realities and complexities, and 2) using a systematic structure 
of frame matrix. Guided by the philosophical assumptions of constructionist qualitative inquiry 
(Holstein & Gubrium, 2008), I had to consider multiple ‘realities’ and complexities experienced by 
the participants considering their insights and perspectives (Patton, 2015). The second principle that 
guides this process is to ensure that the analysis is systematic and rigorous where the data must be 
thoroughly analysed by using frame matrix that integrates both ‘framing devices’ and ‘reasoning 
devices’ (Joris et al., 2014; Van Gorp, 2010; 2007). In doing so, I not only utilised the process of 
‘constant comparison’ (the process that compares and contrasts elements of the data to search for 
recurring patterns or emerging themes), but I also searched for differences and paradoxes in the data 
that contradicted the main findings (Rubin & Babbie, 2011).  The goal of audience frame analysis to 
analyse the qualitative data in this study is to uncover meaningful patterns, themes, insights, and 
understandings of a complex, real phenomenon within the participants’ context (Patton, 2015).  
Prior to data analysis, the data from group interviews was also coded using Atlas.ti software. 
To help the entire process of analysis, I used memo writing to document and reflect on my coding 
process, the choice of codes, frames, and themes (Patton, 2015; Rubin & Babbie, 2011) as it helped 
me to express my thoughts and ideas about how the data was coming together.  For this study, I was 
using both hand-written memo and the memo feature in Atlas.ti. Once the data had been coded, I 
began to explore the data, read each transcript, look at the interesting things within the data, and 
make notes. The process of identifying patterns, themes, and categories involves using both creative 
and critical abilities to be thoughtful in making decisions about what is meaningful and important 
derived from the data (Patton, 2015). Diagram 5 elucidates the analytical process of interview data 
from the beginning of analysis process and progresses towards the thematic, conceptual, and 
theoretical development (Saldana, 2009). This data analytical process in a cycle form is seen as 
dynamic and wholeness on the move in which the process of the first-cycle coding shows their 
interconnectivity from one to another, through the non-linear process.   
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No Process Descriptions 
1 Familiarise and make 
sense of the interview 
data 
The first phase of data analysis involved organising and making 
sense of the data. Reviewing each transcript allowed me to 
identify key concepts and develop a story that comes out of the 
data (Brennen, 2013). Either looking for key concepts or a story 
– both are appropriate ways of dealing with the data and 
making sense of it (Patton, 2015).  
2 First-cycle coding –
Identifying frame matrix 
(How the theory guides 
the process of analysing 
interview) 
At the earlier stage of coding, I identified the first constituent of 
the frame matrix – framing devices and then followed by the 
reasoning devices.  
Guided by the theoretical framework of framing, this phase 
involves the production of initial codes from the data. From the 
data, I read each transcript and utilised the function provided by 
the Atlas.ti to make notes in the margin of words, phrases, or 
respondents’ own words that summarised the idea in the text 
(Friese, 2014). 
3 Revisiting initial codes A large number of codes have been developed in this phase. 
Some of the codes may have overlapped and I need to merge 
the overlapping codes (Rubin & Babbie, 2011). At this stage, 
some of the new codes were also developed and unnecessary 
Third-cycle 
coding – Theory 
First-cycle coding 
(Frame matrix) 
Revisiting 
initial codes 
Second-cycle 
coding (Organising 
codes into categories) 
Revisiting 
categories 
Familiarise 
the interview 
data 
Themes/Concepts 
Audience 
frame analysis 
Diagram 5 – Data analytical process of interview data using audience frame analysis 
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codes were removed. The guiding question in this process is 
‘how these codes are best summarised the excerpt?’ 
4 Second-cycle coding 
(Organising codes into 
categories) 
At this phase, I organised the codes into categories. This is also 
known as the process of ‘codifying and categorising’ (Saldana, 
2009), which allowed me to arrange codes systematically. The 
guiding question in organising codes into categories is “what 
should your codes categories be” (Rubin & Babbie, 2011, p. 
483) and how these categories are related. 
5 Revisiting categories At this point, some of the categories needed to be modified or 
removed because of redundancies or unnecessary. Some 
categories may consist of groups of coded data that require 
further refinement into different or even new categories 
(Saldana, 2009). 
6 Themes/concepts As I read and reread the data, compared the main categories to 
another, I began to identify themes and concepts that emerged 
from the data (Saldana, 2009). 
7 Third-cycle coding - 
Theory 
 
This is the most critical phase of the data analysis process. By 
linking the themes/concepts to my theoretical understanding of 
the phenomenon, it systematically showed the interrelation 
between themes/concepts and the development of the theory 
(Saldana, 2009). 
Table 7 – An explanation of data analytical process 
The next sub-section discusses the pilot study for a survey that has been conducted and 
explains why the survey was not carried out in this study.  
5.4 Pilot Study 
In May 2014, a pilot study was conducted on Malaysian adult participants residing in 
Brisbane, Australia, to pre-test the questionnaire instrument. There is a sizeable Malaysian adult 
population aged between twenty and forty years of age residing in Brisbane, which I had identified 
through a Malaysian Students Association Queensland (PPMQ). However, the result of the pilot 
study led a change in the data collection method. I decided to modify the method of collecting data 
from a survey questionnaire to focus group interviews with participants of different ethnic groups in 
order to get their in-depth responses to the Government’s advertisements, particularly in the 
construction of ‘national unity’ messages. Although previous questionnaire instruments also had 
open-ended questions, such as why and how questions, these were left unanswered by many 
respondents. That situation made it difficult for me to obtain in-depth responses from young and 
older adults concerning PSAs and, therefore, focus group interviews would be the best way to 
collect profound information (Patton, 2015).  
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5.5 Limitations of study  
 
Although strategic communications and framing are seen relevant in studying the 
Government’s advertisements, there were several limitations to this study. The first limitation 
related to the sample population. I conducted focus group interviews with Malaysian adults in 
Selangor state, particularly in the Kajang district, for several reasons that were mentioned in 
previous Section 5.3.2. Therefore, the findings of the focus group interviews are treated as a 
moment-to-moment discourse, which limits the ability to generalise the findings to all ethnic groups 
in Selangor. A further limitation of the study is the invariable impact that the researcher’s own 
political and cultural position may have on the selection and interpretation of the data. The decision 
to expand the frame analysis beyond the government advertising, and source responses from a 
variety of ethnic groups was a strategy designed to help limit this problem, however. It is hoped that 
some of the complexity and the contested nature of any act of textual interpretation is better 
addressed by this approach. 
The last limitation that I faced was that I am not a qualified translator, and undeniably some 
concerns may have arisen during the process involving the translation of PSA messages and interview 
transcripts from Malay to English. The use of Google Translate helped me double-check the 
translation and the general content when the transcriptions were translated into English. ‘Reverso’ 
online spellchecker was also found to be very useful in verifying the translation in terms of 
grammatical errors and spelling mistakes in English texts. Both of these resources also helped 
improve my language proficiency. 
5.6 Conclusion 
 
This part of the thesis provides details about the research methodology and the methods used to 
address research objectives and questions, as well as the argumentation behind the selected 
methodology and methods. Specifically, this chapter explains the constructionist qualitative 
methodology for researching the meanings of ‘national unity’ through PSAs in the form of print, 
broadcast, and online media, which all constitute the macro-level construct. The micro-level 
construct, on the other hand, examines how audiences interpret their understanding of ‘national 
unity’ through focus group discussions. This chapter also covered the descriptions of selecting 
participants, procedures of data collection and analysis, sample and pilot studies, and the limitations 
of the study. More importantly, the research methodology and the methods employed in this 
research were informed by the theoretical framework of framing theory to understand the 
construction of ‘national unity’ within a culturally diverse society.   
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Chapter 6 –The construction of ‘national unity’: A frame analysis of 
Government’s advertisements (Lexical-visual frame and elites frame) 
 
6.1 Introduction 
The findings of this study are presented in two chapters. In this chapter, I present the first of 
my findings related to the first research question, which examines the construction of ‘national 
unity’ within culturally diverse society from 102 Malaysian Government advertisements. This 
chapter further explores – the macro-level construct – how the frame-makers choose certain frames 
over the others to communicate the meanings of ‘national unity’ to people of different ethnic 
groups. This chapter approaches this question through analysing the lexical and visual elements of 
the Government’s advertisements using frame analysis. The key themes/frames which have 
emerged from the analysis of the Government’s advertisements, ‘nationalism’ and 
‘multiculturalism, are tied together in the light of the theoretical framework of framing that was 
outlined in Chapter 4. To achieve the goal of this chapter, first, the theoretical framework of 
‘framing’ is revisited using Gamson’s framing devices (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989) and I 
expanded the analysis by adopting Van Gorp’s frame matrix (integrating both framing and 
reasoning devices) to examine how ‘national unity’ is constructed in the Malaysian Government’s 
advertisements (See Van Gorp, 2010; 2007).  Secondly, by exploring how the ruling elite works 
through emphasising certain frames while silencing the others through the selection of images, 
words, and symbolic meanings, the findings will reveal how the dominant frames are made 
prominent in the text. More importantly, the idea of how ‘national unity’ should be achieved will be 
made explicit to demonstrate how the frames become contested when the interests of the ruling elite 
are claimed to be the same as the interests of the people.   
 
The following section reports on the findings related to the construction of ‘national unity’ from the 
perspective of elite frames. The findings section is structured as follows. Firstly, the framing theory 
is revisited to show how frame analysis guides the interpretation of the Government’s advertisement 
data. Secondly, a brief discussion of overall findings is provided, followed by a detailed discussion 
of key frames and instruments supporting the frames emerged from data analysis. Thirdly, I also 
explore any inconsistencies and possible contradictions between the concept of ‘national unity’ and 
the ‘frames’, and lastly I summarise the overall findings in light of the theoretical framework of 
framing. 
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6.2 Revisiting the theoretical framework of framing 
This section addresses the first research question by constructing the theoretical and 
methodological framework based on Gamson’s framing devices (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989), 
which later on has been extended and improved through Van Gorp’s frame matrix (2010; 2007). 
Adopting the frame matrix in this study is useful in order to examine how ‘national unity’ is 
constructed in the Malaysian Government’s advertisements and how the frame-makers choose 
certain frames over the others to communicate the meanings of ‘national unity’. The framework of 
framing provides a methodological tool-set (integrating both framing devices and reasoning 
devices) to analyse key discursive elements that create powerful, dominant frames. The key 
discursive elements, such as the constant repetition of certain keywords, images, and metaphors in 
the Government’s advertisements, demonstrate how best ‘national unity’ might be constituted and 
how it should be achieved, especially living in a diverse, multicultural society in Malaysia.  
Furthermore, in examining ‘particular words or images [are] given specific meanings’ (Rose, 
2012) that associate ‘national unity’ with people of different ethnic groups, the interpretation of the 
Government’s advertisements relies on the notion of ‘intra-textuality’ (Walsh, 2006) and 
‘contextualisation’(Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011). Both ‘intra-textuality’ and 
‘contextualisation’ are important for analysing visual texts as they transform the system of language 
and images into a new set of meanings (Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011; Walsh, 2006). By 
looking at the texts and allowing one text to link to other texts or images (intra-textuality), or by 
juxtaposing two images or images and words, a more logical and nuanced analysis will be 
developed (Lewis, 2001; Rose, 2012; Van Ness, 2010) to understand the construction of ‘national 
unity’. Furthermore, this study attempts a critical interpretation of the Government’s advertisements 
beyond the content analysis and contributes to a holistic approach to lexical-visual framing analysis. 
To systematically and holistically analyse the verbal and visual elements in the texts, several 
aspects are taken into account: 1) examining the context of the advertisements; 2) describing the 
content of the advertisements and the accompanying texts; and 3) explaining how the language and 
the text in advertisements construct social reality (Carter, 2013).  
 
 The theoretical framework model, outlined in Diagram 1, was developed as a result of 
incorporating the notions of ‘intra-textuality’ and ‘contextualisation’ (Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 
2011; Walsh, 2006) into frame matrix through lexical and visual elements (words, images, and 
metaphors) (Van Gorp, 2010; 2007). This framework has been identified in Chapter 4.  
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Multiculturalism frame 
 
 
 
 
 
The above-refined model helps me to obtain essential information and organise it 
systematically by applying the structure of the ‘frame matrix’ as a guiding principle to conduct a 
coherent analysis of the Government’s advertisements relating the construction of ‘national unity’. 
The question that guides to conducting the coherent analysis of the Government’s advertisements is: 
how can metaphors, words, images, and the media representation of ethnic groups (Spencer, 2014) 
assist in the task of unravelling the construction of ‘national unity’? This process inevitably depends 
on the cultural and historical contexts in which such representations are employed (Spencer, 2014). 
Relevant here is the concept of the ‘imagined community’ (Anderson, 2006), which suggests how 
multi-ethnic society is defined emerged from representations: “interlinked stories, portrayals of 
people, issues and events” (Spencer, 2014, p. 2). The above model also presented the two findings 
that emerged from the use of frame analysis and placed within the outer circle: 1) nationalism 
frame; and 2) multiculturalism frame. Although in Chapter 4, I had explained the ‘five framing 
Diagram 6  – A refined integrated model of frame matrix with ‘intra-textuality’ and 
‘contextualisation’ 
Frame matrix 
Intra-textuality  Contextualisation 
Visual-textual 
consistency & 
juxtaposition 
 
Cultural & 
historical 
context 
 
Text & 
context 
Relationship 
between text & 
context 
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devices’ as the first constituent of frame matrix, this analysis found that the fourth and fifth devices 
(depiction and visual images) were overlapping during the interpretation of the data. As such, I 
combined the fourth and fifth devices because the fifth device is the supporting element of the 
fourth device.  On the other hand, I also found that not all elements were always present in the 
Government’s advertisements when it came to ‘reasoning devices’. In the first two elements of 
reasoning devices (defined problems and diagnosed causes), most times were left out of the frame. 
Table 1 shows how I systematically applied the structure of the ‘frame matrix’ together with the 
concept of ‘intra-textuality’ and ‘contextualisation’ by providing some examples of the data that 
interpret the relevant elements in the Government’s advertisements. 
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No Theme Frame matrix ‘Intra-textual’ Contextualisation 
Framing devices Reasoning devices Visual-textual 
consistency 
Juxtaposition 
1 Nationalism 
frame 
 Catchphrases  
 Metaphors (i.e. A bird 
(pigeon) in a cage, a 
tree) 
 Exemplars (i.e. 
Historical event such as  
Malaysia Day and 
Independence Day) 
 Depictions and visual 
images (i.e. People of 
different ethnic groups, 
children, flag) 
 An assigned responsibility 
(i.e. Malaysian people of 
different ethnic groups at 
various levels)  
 Passing moral judgements 
(i.e. the ways people 
working together and 
helping the others)  
 A proposed 
solution/policy (i.e. follow 
the country’s law and the 
rules, and practice good 
behaviour) 
 The catchphrase 
‘unity in diversity’ 
is accompanied by 
images of people of 
different ethnic 
groups 
 The image of people 
of different ethnic 
groups stands side-
by-side holding a 
Malaysian flag is 
accompanied with a 
phrase ‘Love 
Malaysia’  
 Juxtaposed images 
showing 
‘perpaduan’ 
(unity) and 
‘kemajuan’ 
(development) 
 The juxtaposition 
between a phrase 
‘1Malaysia starts 
with unity’ and 
images of 
country’s leaders 
 Historical 
context 
 Cultural 
context 
2 Multiculturalism 
frame 
 Catchphrases 
Perpaduan dalam 
kepelbagaian (Unity in 
diversity) 
 Metaphors (i.e. Hands 
with different skin 
colours, different types 
of fruits) 
 Exemplars (i.e. Cultural 
and religious 
celebrations of ethnic 
groups) 
 Depictions and visual 
images (i.e. People of 
different ethnic groups 
with cultural outfits, and 
their cultural celebration. 
 An assigned responsibility 
(i.e. Children and 
Malaysian people of 
different ethnic groups)  
 Passing moral judgements 
(i.e. Understand and 
appreciate other people’s 
cultural practices, having a 
good interaction with each 
other regardless of different 
ethnics) 
 A proposed 
solution/policy (i.e. 
Practice a harmonious 
relationship among ethnic 
groups) 
 The image of ethnic 
groups wearing their 
cultural outfits is 
accompanied with 
the slogan 
‘Transformation 
Successful, People 
Prosperous’.   
 The image of ethnic 
groups wearing their 
cultural outfits is 
accompanied with a 
phrase ‘Proud to be 
Malaysian’  
 Juxtaposed visual 
images of Chinese 
dragon dance and 
‘Malay joget’ 
dance 
 Juxtaposed images 
of hands with 
different colour 
holding a globe 
and a slogan 
Martabatkan 
Bahasa 
Kebangsaan Kita 
(Upholding our 
national language) 
1)  
 Historical 
context 
 Cultural 
context 
Table 8 – A Systematic frame analysis built on the structure of frame matrix, ‘intra-textuality’ and ‘contextualisation’
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6.3 Findings from lexical-visual frame analysis 
The important value underpinning research is the quest for truth (Patton, 2015). In this way, 
the production of knowledge and meaning about the world must be examined because, through the 
understanding of meanings, it allows people to organise the world. Ontologically speaking, it is 
always a question about multiple truths or multiple realities, since the reality is socially constructed 
and is, therefore, subject to constant change (Patton, 2015). While multiple truths exist in the 
society, this is how the pictures of realities are created through many forms of communication 
(Rose, 2000), including the Government’s advertisements. Although in the previous section has 
shown how frame analysis guides the interpretation of the Government’s advertisements in a 
systematic way, it is only used as a guideline. During the actual interpretation of the data, the frame 
analysis is not done and cannot be done in isolation, separately and apart from both components of 
frame matrix: ‘intra-textuality’ and ‘contextualisation’. As acknowledged by Van Gorp (2010), this 
is one way of limiting my personal involvement, but some level of individual subjectivity was 
inevitable in doing frame analysis. As such, I treat every element that is presented in the frame as 
something that is related and connected to other elements, in order to develop a more logical and 
nuanced analysis for examining the construction of ‘national unity’.  Therefore, discussion of the 
findings also will not be presented as an independent element, rather as inter-related constituents of 
the frame matrix.  
The frame analysis of this study reveals two themes that emerge from the 102 Government 
advertisements are: 1) nationalism frame; and 2) multiculturalism frame. The nationalism frame 
explores the ways in which the contents of the advertisements construct ‘national unity’ from the 
Malaysian national manifestation.  The multiculturalism frame, on the other hand, constitutes any 
identification of a particular group of people (the norm of an ethnic group) that has shared systems 
of symbols and meanings (Van Gorp, 2007). These two frames do not contradict each other; rather 
they complement each of the frames. Each of the themes is further articulated in the next sub-
section. 
6.3.1 Theme 1 – Nationalism frame 
The national manifestation of the State that comes in a variety of forms, including symbols, 
personages, ceremonials, discourses (Befu, 2002), iconographies and also traditions (Jager, 2003). 
In identifying how the Government’s advertisements construct the meanings of ‘national unity’, the 
focus is also on questioning how ‘national unity’ is sustained. The analysis reveals that these 
national instruments are used as a way of creating a sense of ‘national unity’ and identity, thus 
reminding its citizens of the importance of patriotism and bolstering loyalty to the nation (Befu, 
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2002) through visual images and photography.  This is how photography plays a powerful tool in 
people’s engagement with the world because through visual images or photographs people can 
simply picture the place (Schwartz & Ryan, 2003) and thus form certain aspect of meanings. The 
nationalism frame can be associated with the production of images of a country’s flag, symbols, 
geographical imagination, and metaphorical objects and phrases from the data, as well as the 
representation of national identity and pride (Befu, 2002; Jager, 2003). Apart from above-
mentioned national images, there are also other pictures that contribute to the nationalism frame, 
which include images that are reminiscent of historical events, sports, cultural dances and a 
country’s development. Directed by the theoretical framework model, the analysis of the data which 
built on a Van Gorp’s frame matrix (2010; 2007) examining the data by using framing devices and 
reasoning devices with the descriptions of ‘intra-textuality’ and ‘contextualisation’. The 
descriptions of the frame matrix and how the ‘intra-textuality’ contributes to strengthening the 
analysis are explained below. 
Frame matrix and ‘Intra-textuality’ within the contextualisation (visual-textual consistency) 
In this section, the finding first discusses on how intra-textuality works to understand visual-textual 
consistency by examining the elements of frame matrix within the Malaysian cultural and historical 
context. Without attention to and the inclusion of the context around the interpretation of how 
‘national unity’ is constructed, the “findings are like fine painting without a frame” (Patton, 2015, p. 
69). The analysis of ‘frame matrix’ of its first component identifies five signature elements of 
framing devices, including catchphrases, metaphors, exemplars, a depiction of contemporary 
society, and visual images that all manifest in the Government’s advertisements. For the second 
component of the frame matrix, this study agrees with Kwan and Graves (2013) that not all 
elements are present in the Government’s advertisements. By adopting the intra-textual approach, I 
can better understand how the elements of framing devices and reasoning devices are connected to 
each other through visual-textual consistency in light of the context.  Each of the elements that are 
presented in the Government’s advertisement data are discussed in the following paragraphs. 
Catchphrases – The use of catchphrases or slogans that constitute the first element of a 
framing device has been an influential technique for expressing what the frame is all about (Joris et 
al., 2014; Van Gorp, 2010; 2007). Although catchphrases or slogans are succinct and concise, they 
are composed of memorable phrasings and messages that form impressions about the organisation 
and are usually used for promotional purposes (Chan & Chang, 2013). The use of certain pictures, 
phrases, and concepts are repeated over and over again to capture the recurring images in a 
particular context serves to promote and maintain the relations of power (Fourie, 2007). As for the 
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Government’s advertisements, the use of slogans, apart from being the influential technique and 
promotion, are also used to describe the Government’s intentions and aims (Rose, 2000).  For 
example, the slogan Rakyat Didahulukan, Pencapaian Diutamakan, (People First, Performance 
Now) provides the impression of ‘welfare state’ and ‘unity’ through the concept of 1Malaysia 
(Refer Figure 1 and Figure 2).  1Malaysia is a concept that is used to foster unity among multi-
ethnic groups in Malaysia (Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011). According to the Department of Prime 
Minister Malaysia (2010), the slogan ‘People First, Performance Now’ outlines three elements in 
line with the State aspiration of achieving Vision 2020 through 1) fairness; 2) people’s main needs 
and wants; and 3) transparency and accountability. Although the idea of ‘fairness’ is emphasised 
regardless of ethnic group, its availability is subject to certain condition as stated in the text: 
“Ultimately the principle of fairness to all is the underpinning of 1Malaysia. This means 
that no group should be marginalised, and support and opportunities are provided on the 
basis of need and merit. However, this fairness must account for their different levels of 
development” (Department of Prime Minister Malaysia, 2010, p. 54). 
Although the slogan Rakyat Didahulukan, Pencapaian Diutamakan, (People First, Performance 
Now) appears repeatedly in many Government advertisements, which suggests how the State cares 
for the needs of the people without any groups marginalised, the intra-textual approach also reveals 
some contradictions with respect to the relations of power. The idea of ‘people first’ is also 
interpreted as making them as a priority especially when ‘people’ are one of the crucial assets to the 
Government and political leaders for their ‘political mobilisation’ as the voting power lies in the 
hands of ‘rakyat’ (people) (Embong, 2014). 
 
Figure 1 – The slogan Rakyat Didahulukan, Pencapaian Diutamakan, (People First, 
Performance Now) and 1Malaysia logo in a postcard 
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Figure 2 – The slogan Rakyat Didahulukan, Pencapaian Diutamakan, (People First, Performance 
Now) and 1Malaysia logo in an online ad 
Analysing the ideological aspect in the discourse in terms of the intra-textual interaction 
(between text and images and spoken words) and its context reveals how the State power and 
legitimacy are preserved through the use of advertising. The notion of Government legitimacy in 
this thesis involves “the public believing in the propriety of governmental decisions” and thus 
claims to be a “necessary precondition for nationhood” (Rose, 2000). The analysis reveals how the 
realities are created by putting ‘people first’, supporting the impression of a ‘welfare state’ and 
‘unity’ to conceal the dominant interest of legitimising the use of power and resources in the name 
of a country’s development (Van Dijk, 2012). By doing so, the message subtly promotes the ideal 
Government through strategic performance in order to ‘gain the public’s trust and build strong 
confidence’ towards the State not only for ‘national unity’ but also for national development 
(solution). Other slogans and catchphrases such as 1Malaysia Bermula dengan Perpaduan 
(1Malaysia starts with unity), ‘Vision 2020 Our future together’, ‘1Harapan 1Malaysia’ (1 hope, 
1Malaysia), ‘1Malaysia Janji Ditepati’ (1Malaysia Promises fulfilled), ‘1 Bahasa, 1 Bangsa, 1 
Negara’ (1 language, 1 nation, 1 country)’, ‘1 Impian, 1 Harapan, 1Malaysia’ (1 Dream, 1 Hope, 
1Malaysia), and Menjana Transformasi (Generate Transformation) also attempt to promote State 
ideology.  
Metaphors – The use of metaphors that constitutes the second element of framing devices can 
be referred to as a ‘figure of speech’, in which any idea or phrase or thing is applied to an object or 
an action to suggest an ‘analogous relationship’ where the meaning is not literally pertinent 
(Carpenter, 2008). The analogous relationship enabled me to understand the use of metaphor 
through certain characteristics the two things have in common (Carpenter, 2008). Through the 
analysis of the Government’s advertisements, two types of metaphor emerged from the data: the 
metaphorical objects and metaphorical phrases. The metaphorical objects are exemplified as ‘the 
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Malaysian flag in the heart shape’ (as demonstrated in Figure 3) and ‘a bird (pigeon) in a cage’ (See 
Figure 4). To understand how metaphors communicate certain meanings to media audience and to 
reduce researcher’s assumption in her interpretation, the metaphor is analysed together with the 
surrounding objects and texts through intra-textuality. By doing so, the interpretation moves into the 
depth of frame analysis to understand how the same metaphor is used in other advertisements to 
communicate the meanings. As such, it provides the impression of how reasoning devices justify 
the use of the Malaysian flag in the heart shape in Figure 3, which is an ideograph to express a 
symbolic meaning of love and affection. Furthermore, looking at the intra-textual approach, where a 
circle of people from a diverse ethnic population surrounds the flag in the heart shape, their hands 
holding on to each other signifies their love for the country. This is how the responsibility is 
assigned to people in accordance with how ‘national unity’ is expected to be achieved.  
 
Figure 3 – Metaphorical object: Flag in the heart shape (Malaysian stamp) 
Other than that, the image of a pigeon in one of the Government’s television advertisements is 
an analogy that refers to an individual. One of the metaphorical scenes in the Government’s 
advertisement as shown in Figure 4 reflect the idea of a freedom based on the intra-textual approach 
between the image of a pigeon in a cage and an accompanying question Mungkinkah kebebasan itu 
milik kita? (Is it possible that the freedom belongs to us?). Towards the end of the advertisement, it 
symbolically depicts the freedom of an individual to live in this world with the freedom to choose 
the future. What is interpreted from that advertisement is no matter how far people go to pursue 
his/her dreams and ambitions, they will always end up coming back to the place where they started.    
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Figure 4 – A metaphorical scene in TV ads – A pigeon 
On the other hand, one example of metaphorical phrases is epitomised in the Government’s 
advertisement in the form of poetry. For example: 
  Dunia kita ibarat sangkar (The world is like a cage) 
Kitalah burung punya harapan dan inspirasi (We are the bird that has hope and 
inspiration) 
  Sangkar mengilhamkan seni (The cage inspired art)  
  Merialisasikan mimpi dan janji (Realising the dream and promise) 
  Kerana sangkar cinta (Because of the beloved cage) 
  Ia kembali (The bird comes back) 
 Tercipta ruang karya di bumi sendiri (Producing the artwork in his own homeland) 
 
 (Metaphorical phrases from Ads Cage, RTM, 2012) 
In the text, the metaphorical phrases are used to construct the concept of ‘national identity’ and 
‘unity’ by using intra-textual approach. The metaphoric use of ‘cage’ and ‘bird’ in relation to the 
‘world’ and ‘we’ provides the impression of a place (homeland) with a limited freedom but comes 
with basic needs of the bird (i.e. food and water). Regardless of the limitation in exercising 
freedom, people that once belonged to their own homeland will return home. The metaphorical 
phrases also presuppose that, since the cage conditions the bird’s life, ‘we’ as Malaysians (with the 
assigned responsibility) should love our homeland that conditions our lives and survival. In this 
way, the metaphorical phrases also serve as a solution, and that being patriotic or nationalistic is a 
sign of devotion to the country (directly) and to the ruling elites (indirectly).  
Exemplars – An indication of the important role of historic events in the construction of 
‘national unity’ was represented as a most important annual event in a number of Government’s 
advertisements. Most often positioned as the greatest historical event of the nation was, first and 
foremost, the Malaysian Independence Day, on 31 August 1957, followed by the remembrance of 
the Malaysia Day, 16 September 1963. Giving the impression that the purpose of history is to 
access the past in order to construct a better future, the advertisements keep reminding the people 
about the historical events of the country. The two important yearly historical events that are 
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repeatedly identified from the data are: 1) Sambutan Hari Kemerdekaan (Independence Day 
celebration on every 31 August; and 2) Hari Malaysia (the Malaysia Day on every 16 September). 
The messages that are communicated through the Government’s advertisements in conjunction with 
historical celebrations always promote the spirit of patriotism through the use of images, slogans, 
and phrases. For example, the image of a man stretching his jacket to reveal a shirt with Malaysian 
flag, and people waving the Malaysian flag with pride are considered as patriotic acts (See Figure 5 
and Figure 6). However, in some countries such as the United States, China, and Singapore, using 
the national flag as clothing is considered as either against the laws or an act of disrespect to the 
flag (See Austin & Fozdar, 2015; Roel, 2010). 
 
Figure 5 – Symbols of patriotism in the form of symbolic objects in conjunction with the historical 
celebration 
 
Figure 6 – The individual(s) waving the flag in an online ad 
As demonstrated in Figure 6, the symbolic activity of individuals waving the flag is 
interpreted as an opportunity for an expression of national identity (Schatz & Lavine, 2007) and 
thus the flag directs to important symbols of national identity and pride (Austin & Fozdar, 2015), 
which suggests two important elements of reasoning devices (the assigned responsibility and the 
solution). This interpretation is based on the intra-textual patriotic messages ‘Bersama kita kibarkan 
jalur gemilang’ (Together we hoist the national flag) and ‘Sayangi Malaysia’ (Love Malaysia). 
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Apart from the image of the national flag, Figure 6 also depicts people from various age groups 
hoisting the Malaysian flag, showing their love to the country. By using the method of intra-textual 
interaction to interpret the patriotic messages and the symbolic images in conjunction the Malaysian 
Independence Day and Malaysia Day celebration 2011, what can be revealed here is that the 
advertisement not only reveals the spirit of patriotism towards the country, but also the historical 
context of the country. In addition, however, the use of the flag is also said to show a strong 
expression of nationalism and thus reinforce the symbol of racism, particularly over the minority 
group of people (Austin & Fozdar, 2015).  
 
 
Figure 7 – The interaction of several images and the theme of the year 
Furthermore, by looking at the interaction of several images and words in the Government’s 
advertisement in Figure 7, which include the national flag, a monument, an adult hand holding a 
child’s hand, and the theme of ‘Malaysia 57: Di sini lahirnya sebuah cinta’ (This is where the love 
begins), the frame brings a historical context of the country that reminds audiences of the 57th 
Malaysian Independence Day. Moreover, the national monument in the advertisement refers to 
‘Tugu Negara’, a statue that is made in remembrance of the seven soldiers who died in the struggle 
for the country’s independence. By using the symbols and the theme (This is where the love 
begins), the advertisement tries to bring back the nostalgic memory of the early days of Malaysia 
achieving independence, and therefore build an emotional attachment with the citizens. The 
production of images of monuments and landscapes is used to promote the idea of a specific 
national character through the representations of objects as symbols for a nation (Anderson, 2006; 
Jager, 2003) and thereby imposes a patriotic message about the State (solution).  
A depiction of contemporary society and visual images – By identifying recurring images, words, 
and narratives, this analysis attempts to produce a picture of how ideology works through the 
Government’s advertisements. The pictures, photographs, and visual images are not only a tool for 
constructing ‘national unity’ and identity as articulated in the previous sub-section; they are also a 
tool for exposing the State ideology (Schwartz & Ryan, 2003). In this study, ideology can be 
referred to a system of beliefs that is deemed important for social movements or groups (Van Dijk, 
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2012) because it is a framework of ideas that promote a particular ‘sectional interests’ (Thompson, 
2010). The way ideology works is through legitimising a particular view by providing a 
rationalisation and justification for interpreting reality (Fourie, 2007), though at the same time 
ideology has been argued to conceal or blind other interpretations of reality (Fourie, 2007) in order 
to serve the interests of power interests’ (Thompson, 2010). 
  
The ideological framework is discursively constructed through recurring images of the 
national flag, 1Malaysia logo, 1Malaysia narratives, and images of country’s leaders. There are a 
number of elements of visual images that determine what is seen and how they have been seen in 
relations to the construction of ‘national unity’. In these Government advertisements, one symbol to 
appear repeatedly throughout the data is the national flag. Although the national flag constitutes a 
symbol of identity and unity of a nation (Austin & Fozdar, 2015; Befu, 2002), as mentioned in the 
previous sub-section it also provides another meaning which relates to the State’s power (Kolst⊘, 
2006). Through the intra-textuality, the Malaysian flag in the Government’s advertisement data both 
symbolises the spirit of patriotism (love and loyalty to the State) as well as State power through its 
relationship with symbolic representations of other related images. The image of the Malaysian flag 
appears in the advertisements is positioned in two ways, and these different positions provide 
alternative interpretations of meaning. The positions of the Malaysian flag that were identified in 
the advertisements: 1) the flag (flying); and 2) the flag as a background image of the advertisements 
(Figure 8 and Figure 9).  
 
Figure 8 – The flag (flying) as the object in the online ad 
102 
 
 
Figure 9 – The flag as a background image in a billboard 
The interpretation of different positions of the Malaysian flag in the advertisements brings 
different meanings in relation to when the flag was used as the subject of the advertisement or when 
it was used as a background image. When the flag was used as the subject of the advertisement it is 
interpreted as something beyond the national symbol since it also represents the history of the 
country, its achievements, its ideals and also its struggles. The use of pictures, photographs, or 
visual images is not only a tool for constructing ‘national unity’ and identity; but in a way to show 
that the State is a legitimate actor in shaping the society (Ahmad Tajuddin et al., 2017; Rietveld, 
2013). Looking at the intra-textual interaction of 1Malaysia logo and a statement that is translated 
as ‘1Malaysia is the pillar to the prosperity and progress of the people of Malaysia’; it shows how 
an ideology is expressed and how it is linked to the society through the elements of reasoning 
devices supporting the advertisements. Adopting the intra-textual approach, what can be interpreted 
from the advertisement in Figure 8 is the use of 1Malaysia logo, the national flag, the small image 
of Malaysians of different ethnic groups, and the statement suggesting the ideological power of 
ruling elites is to remain in the position of State power in order to govern the country (solution). 
When it is used as a background, on the other hand, it gives a particular meaning that provides 
the impression of the place or context. By using the intra-textuality to interpret the catchphrase 
‘1Malaysia, Rakyat didahulukan, pencapaian diutamakan’ (1Malaysia, People First, Performance 
Now) that accompanies the images of people of different ethnic groups in Figure 9, it provides the 
understanding of the need to put people first by focusing on their wants and needs. However, there 
is a disconnection between the text and images in the advertisement. While the advertisement gives 
the impression of people from different ethnic groups in Malaysia, what is silenced in the 
advertisement is, in fact, people’s wants and needs. Although people may have different wants and 
needs, there must be a shared essential need of people that will be given a priority and consideration 
by the State. This is not articulated in the advertisement. What is instead projected in the 
advertisement is the representation of people of different ethnic groups through their cultural outfit 
(i.e. Sinompukung – a traditional black velvet blouse for a female minority ethnic Kadazandusun in 
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Sabah state, Baju kurung for a Malay woman, and Saree for an Indian woman), and professions (i.e. 
an image of person wearing Royal Malaysian Navy uniform, a Malaysian astronaut, Dr. Sheikh 
Muszaphar in his spacesuit, a doctor in her white cloth, a chef with a tall white hat, and a graduate 
wearing his graduating robe). In this way, the advertisement provides information about the current 
population and what has been achieved by the people of different ethnic groups to date. The next 
sub-section further discusses how the findings are interpreted in light of frame matrix and 
juxtaposition.  
Frame matrix and ‘Intra-textuality’ within the contextualisation (juxtaposition) 
Apart from using the frame matrix structure through the intra-textual approach to find out the 
visual-textual consistency, this section also examines how ‘national unity’ is constructed in the 
Government’s advertisements through juxtaposition. Although the juxtaposition does not occur in 
every analysed piece of data, it is evident in several places, and therefore it is considered to be an 
important method for understanding juxtaposed images or texts (Metcalfe, 2015). By looking at the 
elements of frame matrix and how the contrasted images and texts work together, they presented 
opportunities to think further about the construction of ‘national unity’ through a given frame that is 
available to the public.  The analysis reveals that there are several recurring images that show the 
symbols of the country’s progress repeatedly juxtaposed with the image of Malaysian people. For 
examples, Figure 10 and Figure 11 depict the Petronas Twin Towers (one of the tallest skyscrapers 
in the world) and the electric train service (ETS – the fastest intercity train) juxtaposed with people 
of different ethnic groups. What can be interpreted from the data is that the construction of ‘national 
unity’ is also linked to the images reflecting the country’s infrastructure development, and these are 
among the pride of the nation. Indirectly, those images of buildings and public infrastructures also 
provide another impression that is silenced in the text: that is the economic strength of the ideal 
Government in spearheading the country.  
 
 
Figure 10 – Juxtaposition of images of people and the Petronas Twin Towers 
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Figure 11 – The image of people is juxtaposed with the symbol of the country’s progress: The 
Petronas Twin Towers (modern) and The Sultan Abdul Samad building (historical)   
 
Figure 12 – The scene in the TV advertisement shows the juxtaposition between the image of 
‘perpaduan’ (unity) and the image of ‘kemajuan’ (development) 
 
Consider the juxtaposition in Figure 12. One of the scenes in a TV advertisement depicts the 
image of individuals from different ethnic groups holding hands together with the theme 
‘perpaduan’ (unity) on top of the image juxtaposed with the image of skyscrapers (one of them is 
the Petronas Twin Towers building) and the image of electric commuter with the theme ‘kemajuan’ 
(development) on top of the other image. The question is: how do such superficially different 
objects and themes relate to each other? Although these two images with the stated themes can be 
interpreted as the harmonious relationship among ethnic groups, which in turn can lead to the 
country’s progress and transformation, the 1Malaysia logo that is positioned between the 
‘perpaduan’ image and ‘kemajuan’ image offers another interpretation. Analysing the stated 
images, the themes, and 1Malaysia logo suggests that 1Malaysia is not only a Government concept 
that accentuates on the idea of ‘unity’ among people of different ethnic groups but also intensifies 
the Government’s efforts in the country’s greater development. Furthermore, there is another TV 
advertisement with a caption ‘Liku-liku yang menuntut kita bersatu untuk maju’ (The ups and 
downs of life that demand us to unite in achieving development), which also supports the idea of 
unity for developments (See Figure 13). However, what is not stated clearly in the frame is whether 
the idea of ‘unity’ may only benefit the State (development) or may also benefit the public (personal 
development). There are a few images that recurrently appear in the advertisements that signify the 
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idea of ‘development’ in Malaysia, such as the Petronas Twin Towers, Kuala Lumpur tower, and 
the electric train.  
 
Figure 13 – The scene in the TV ad with a caption ‘The ups and downs of life that demand us to 
unite in achieving development’ 
 
6.1.1 Theme 2 – Multiculturalism frame 
This section reveals another recurring theme: multiculturalism frame, which emerged from 
the analysis of the Government’s advertisements through the use of phrases, spoken words, images, 
metaphors, and symbols. Although the literature primarily discusses the notion of national identity 
(See examples, Hall, 1996; Hashim & Mahpuz, 2011; Wodak et al., 2009), the findings suggest that 
multi-ethnicity has been repeatedly appearing in the Government’s advertisements.  According to 
Spencer (2014), the construction of ethnicity can be associated with groups that have ‘a shared 
identity and shared origins’ (i.e. language, religion, culture, appearance, ancestry, or regionality), 
‘interests and codes’, and thus the meanings of ethnic identity is continuously negotiated and 
reviewed by ethnic group members. This section also acknowledges that identity is not something 
that is given or possessed by an individual or a group; rather, it is constructed in a particular social 
context (Wodak et al., 2009). For this analysis, the theme multiculturalism frame in concerned with 
the construction of ‘national unity’ through the representation of individuals of different ethnicities 
(also in the forms of metaphors), cultural celebrations, traditional costumes, dances, musical 
instruments, and traditional dwellings. These elements are further explained based on the structure 
of the frame matrix and the intra-textuality articulated in the next sub-section. 
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Frame matrix and Intra-textual  
The construction of ‘national unity’ further exemplifies the importance of frame matrix and 
intra-textuality and the use of specific devices to the exclusion of the others. This section explains 
how the theme multiculturalism frame emerges as a result of an intra-textual method that interprets 
the elements of framing devices and reasoning devices. Although Van Gorp (2010) ascertains that 
certain issues can be problematic at one time while other times they are not until certain frames 
have altered the situation, the issue of ‘national unity’ communicated through the Malaysian 
Government’s advertisements remains unproblematic all the times. How is it interpreted that way? 
Although the first and second reasoning devices queried the problems that needed to be addressed, 
as well as the causes of those problems (Entman, 1993; Entman et al., 2009; Gamson & Modigliani, 
1989; Van Gorp, 2010; 2007), the analysis reveals that the Government’s advertisements never 
speak about the problem and the source of that problem in relation to ‘national unity’. What is left a 
question mark is what makes the topic of ‘national unity’ to be enormously intensified through 
media without the underlying ethnic problems exists in the society or whether the Government is 
trying to silence the issue. From the use of characters in the advertisements, it can be interpreted 
that people of various ages, including children, young adults, and older adults, are responsible for 
maintaining unity in the society.  
The main signature elements of framing devices that are interpreted from multi-ethnicity are 
the use of catchphrases, metaphors, exemplars, a depiction of contemporary society and visual 
images, which mean all of them, are present in the given frame. However, only the last three 
reasoning devices keep on repeating in the Government’s advertisements. In order to understand 
how framing devices and reasoning devices are connected to each other through visual-textual 
consistency, this section argues that the intra-textuality plays an increasingly important role because 
each text is considered built-on to other elements supporting the texts.  The present elements in the 
Government’s advertisements are elaborated in the next sub-section.  
Catchphrases - There are a number of catchphrases or slogans which reflect the construction 
of ‘national unity’ from the multiculturalism frame, such as Perpaduan dalam kepelbagaian (Unity 
in diversity), Bahasa Asas Perpaduan (Language is the foundation of unity); and Penggerak 
perpaduan pengukuh keharmonian komuniti (Unity strengthens harmonious community). What can 
be interpreted from a catchphrase using the word “unity” is that it creates the condition whereby 
‘unity’ is necessary for the harmonious relationship between people of different ethnic groups. 
Some examples of the catchphrases and the depictions of Malaysians in the Government’s 
advertisements are shown in Figure 14 and Figure 15.  
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Figure 14 – The use of catchphrase ‘Bahasa Asas Perpaduan’ (Language is the foundation of unity) 
in an online Government advertisement 
 
Figure 15 – The use of catchphrase ‘Perpaduan dalam kepelbagaian’ (Unity in diversity) in an 
online Government advertisement 
The use of catchphrases is interpreted against the intra-textual perspective of the background 
of images to understand how the meaning is formed based on interconnectedness and ‘relationality’ 
(Wodak et al., 2009). As such, the analysis moves to the next level of reasoning devices that explore 
how other elements contribute to constructing the meaning of ‘national unity’. For example, a 
number of times the catchphrases of Perpaduan dalam kepelbagaian (Unity in diversity) and 
Bahasa Asas Perpaduan (Language is the foundation of unity) are accompanied by the image of 
people of different ethnic groups in the Government’s advertisement data. Interpreting the recurrent 
catchphrases against the intra-textual images of people of different ethnic groups that show a living 
interaction with each other, people standing side-by-side and close to each other, and their smiling 
faces, suggests how the society should be. As such, it provides the basis for deciding who is 
responsible for the unity of people of different ethnics groups, which go back to the people 
themselves. The analysis further provides the solution to how ‘national unity’ should be achieved 
through a given frame that demonstrates a harmonious relationship among Malaysians. 
Metaphors – The analysis of the advertisements reveals that the idea of ‘national unity’ is 
always related to individuals of the different ethnic group. The images of individuals from different 
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ethnic groups are shown in the form of ‘real people’ and metaphors. From an ethnic identity 
perspective, metaphors are shown in the form of images, including ‘many hands with different skin 
colours reaching the flag that flattering in the sky’, ‘trees’, and ‘fruits’. The image in Figure 16 
depicting many hands with different skin colours may carry multiple meanings. There is a symbolic 
meaning when considering the interaction between the slogan and the image of many hands 
reaching the flag. Many hands with different skin colours are referring to people of different 
ethnicity in Malaysia, including Malays, Chinese, and Indians as demonstrated in Figure 16. The 
image implies ‘togetherness’ and ‘unity’, which in turn provides the meaning that people in 
Malaysia, regardless of different ethnicity, can live together in harmony. This message was seen 
important from the framer’s perspective to assign the responsibility to the public concerning the 
practice of a harmonious relationship between people in multicultural society. To the depth of 
analysis, many hands with different skin colour reaching the flag that is fluttering in the sky are not 
only about ‘togetherness’ or ‘together we work for our country’, but also offers a solution to shared 
power and responsibility of Malaysians in the country.  
 
Figure 16 – Many hands with different skin colours reaching the Malaysian flag – Postcard 
 
Although Van Dijk's (2012) discussion of power is nevertheless the form of social control 
over groups or society, it can also be understood that power at the same time is shared, even among 
different groups or social actors. For example, although the authorities have the power to make 
policies and programmes, the people in turn also have the power to accept, practice or resist the 
public policy that has been implemented by the State. In this way, it is agreed that power is not only 
a force that can be controlled; rather, the meaning of power is fluid and dynamic, subject to change 
through language and communication with other people (Rietveld, 2013) depending on the context. 
Similarly, the picture of a tree in Figure 17 becomes a metaphor to represent multi-ethnicity and 
how various parts of the tree – branches, leaves, fruits, trunks – which, even though serving a 
different function are all connected to the multicultural societies of the same seed (the assigned 
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responsibility). The metaphor of the tree also reveals the idea of the unity in a society, where such 
unity cannot be established if the tree does not make an effort to conquer the soil (Kofman & Large, 
1993). The sturdiness of the tree almost totally relies on the strength of the roots, and how deeply it 
penetrates the ground. This is how Kofman and Large (1993) made an argument that the tree was 
also related to willpower.  
 
Figure 17 – Metaphorical scenes in TV advertisement – A tree 
Apart from the metaphorical objects discussed in the previous paragraph, the construction of 
‘national unity’ is also exhibited in terms of musical instruments and dance. For example, the 
indigenous dance of ethnic groups such as Sumazau and Ngajat dance; Malay dance (Joget and 
Zapin); Chinese dance (Lion and Dragon dance); and Indian dance (Bharata Natyam and Bhangra). 
(The examples of dances are shown in Figure 19.) The dances are usually accompanied by 
traditional modern music through the use of instruments, such as traditional indigenous sape, 
traditional Malay kompang and rebana, Chinese flute and gong, and Indian dholak and tabla (the 
examples of the instrument is shown in Figure 18). Although musical instruments and dance can be 
interpreted from the cultural identity perspective, the depth analysis of those advertisements 
through intra-textual approach provides a different interpretation. For instance, looking at Figure 
19, the image of dancers with their cultural dances is metaphorically parallel with the 
multiculturalism frame. The intra-textual relationship between dances and the theme of 
‘Membudayakan perpaduan meraikan kepelbagaian’ (‘Celebrating unity embracing diversity’) 
conveys a message that each of the ethnic groups in Malaysia celebrates its own unique culture and 
identity through traditional costumes, musical instruments, dancing and singing (moral 
judgements). Celebrating unity and embracing diversity might not necessarily be consistent, or 
conforming, such as the musical performance where variations may occur, but the advertisement 
shows how dancers with their cultural dance manage to perform the dance together. There are 
symbolic meanings behind the depiction of musical instruments and dances in the Government’s 
advertisements that act as metaphors to represent what ‘national unity’ should be. In this way, the 
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advertisements provide a solution to how this cultural and artistic heritage should be preserved as a 
symbol of the multi-ethnicity. 
     
      
Figure 18 – The scenes in TV advertisements that show the construction of ‘unity’ through musical 
instruments 
 
Figure 19 – The scene in TV advertisements that show the construction of ‘unity’ through dance 
with the theme ‘celebrating unity and embracing diversity’  
Exemplars - The element of exemplar in the previous theme focuses more on the historical 
events of the country. When viewed from multiculturalism frame, the evidence from the existing 
data shows that multi-ethnicity in Malaysia manifests in the Government’s advertisement of cultural 
celebrations of Chinese New Year (Chinese), Deepavali (Indians), and Hari Raya Aidilfitri (Malay). 
(See examples in Figure 20, Figure 21 and Figure 22.) The Chinese New Year is traditionally 
celebrated as the significant event of the Lunar year, not only in Malaysia but all over the world 
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(Ng, 2008). In the examples of the advertisements examined in Figure 20, there are several cultural 
elements embedded in a series of advertisements, such as red and yellow couplets, red lanterns, red 
paper-cuts, oranges, paintings and decorations, chopsticks, Chinese bowls, Cheongsam (Chinese 
traditional costumes for women) and Changsan (Chinese traditional costumes for men). By using 
the intra-textual approach, the advertisements do not only focus on the cultural elements but also 
illustrate a living interaction between the young and the old, and between the daughter and the 
father (the underlying moral values). More interestingly, the highlighting of the Chinese New Year 
celebration in the advertisements is, in fact, a family reunion dinner on the Chinese New Year’s 
Eve. The symbolic colour of red and yellow for the Chinese is the symbol of good fortune and 
prosperity (Ng, 2008). The analysis of the spoken words, visual images, and cultural elements 
suggests certain values are heavily embedded in these series of advertisements, which are can be 
interpreted as ‘family bonds’, ‘good fortunes’, ‘happiness’, and ‘wealth’, and these may evoke 
individual emotional attachment.  
 
 
Figure 20 – The scenes in TV advertisements that depict the cultural celebration of Chinese New 
Year 
 The representation of the cultural celebrations of Indian people (specifically those who are 
Hindus), known as Deepavali or Diwali (the festival of lights), are illustrated in Figure 21. Similar 
to the advertisements of Chinese New Year, there are several components of Indian cultures 
highlighted in these advertisements, such as Indian traditional costumes like saree (for females), 
khurta and dhoti (for males); lights and candles (inside and outside the house); Divali food (chapatti 
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and puri); and also Diwali snacks and sweets, such as chakri and laddoos. The TV advertisement is 
accompanied by dramatic scenes of a happy family relationship, and other families suffering during 
hard times. 
  
  
Figure 21 – The scenes in TV ads that represent the cultural celebration of Deepavali 
 
Apart from Chinese New Year and Deepavali, the religious and cultural celebration of 
Muslims (the majority of which are Malays in Malaysia) is called Hari Raya Aidilfitri (Eid). Hari 
Raya Aidilfitri is the day celebrated by Muslims around the world marking the end of the holy 
month of Ramadhan (the fasting month for Muslims) and the beginning of a new month, Syawal, 
following the Islamic calendar. For Malays, there are several cultural values depicted in the 
examined advertisements (See Figure 22). For example, the dominant values from the series of 
advertisements about this celebration are that it is a day where families and friends can seek 
forgiveness from each other, and visit relatives and friends. Apart from the dominant values, the 
Malay traditions during Raya celebration as shown in Figure 22 are also associated with the making 
of ketupat (food, either made with plain rice or glutinous rice, and both are wrapped in palm leaves) 
that prepared with rendang (a spicy dish made with chicken or beef braised in coconut milk and 
spices); the wearing of traditional the Malay cloth of baju kurung or kebaya (for females) and baju 
Melayu with sampin (for males). Furthermore, the last picture in Figure 22 also shows a Malay 
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family is having a Raya feast with their Chinese and Indian neighbours, where the feast is served 
with Raya cookies, Raya snacks and lemang (a traditional Malay food made of glutinous rice, 
cooked in a bamboo stick lined with banana leaves). Based on the interaction of texts and images, 
the Raya advertisements promote the spirit of unity among family members, relatives, neighbours, 
and friends through dramatic storytelling, serene musical background and reviving of nostalgic 
memories (moral judgements).   
  
 
Figure 22 – The scenes in TV advertisements that show the religious and cultural celebration 
of Hari Raya Aidilfitri 
A depiction of multi-ethnicity and visual images – Concerning the depictions of 
contemporary society, the most significant image that appears consistently throughout the data is 
the depiction of people from different ethnic groups. The ways people of different ethnicity are 
constructed in the Government’s advertisements is through recurring images in which people stand 
side-by-side and close to each other, representing a harmonious relationship and a living interaction 
between each other (See examples in Figure 23 and Figure 24). From the data, the ways people 
from different ethnic groups are constructed provides the impression of how people should live in 
this country and be responsible for other people. The values that are represented in a series of 
advertisements communicate the importance of building harmonious relationships not only with 
people of the same ethnic group but also with other ethnic groups. 
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Figure 23 – A scene in a TV advertisement that shows individuals of different ethnicity (people 
stand side-by-side and close to each other) 
 
Figure 24 – A scene in a TV advertisement that shows a living interaction between individuals of 
different ethnicity 
 
Apart from the images of adults that constitute multi-ethnicity in the previous paragraph, the 
images of children from different ethnic groups also repeatedly appeared in the Government’s 
advertisements. Analysing images of children, the slogans or catchphrases, and the 1Malaysia logo 
provides the impression of how they contribute to the way people understand the positions of 
certain groups (i.e. children) in the society, as well as their relations to other groups (Van Dijk, 
2012) or institutions (the family or the Government institution). By adopting the intra-textual 
approach, images of children in the advertisements can be interpreted in two ways.  From the data, 
children are seen as special characters, pure creatures of nature through their physically appealing 
characteristics and cheerful, smiling faces. In this way, images of children not only seem to be very 
nostalgic but also imply a ‘paternalistic’ gaze. Featuring children of different ethnicities in the 
advertisements, especially through billboards or postcards, does not necessarily means they are the 
target audience, particularly when the road users and postcard recipients are mostly adults.  This 
technique, however, can mobilise ‘paternalistic’ feeling (Rietveld, 2013) not only for children but 
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also other audiences (adults).  By using this form of imagery to market the State ideology, it is 
assumed that there will be more favourable responses and audiences’ attention towards the 
dominant ideology. The images of children in Figure 25, Figure 26 and Figure 27 depict the nature 
of society in Malaysia with different ethnic groups. 
 
Figure 25 – The catchphrase‘1 Impian, 1 Harapan, 1Malaysia’ (1 Dream, 1 Hope, 1Malaysia) 
billboard 
 
Figure 26 – The phrase ‘Vision 2020 Our future together’ online advertisement 
 
 
Figure 27 – The slogan ‘1Malaysia Janji Ditepati’ (1Malaysia Promises fulfilled) billboard 
Concerning the slogan 1Malaysia, Janji ditepati (1Malaysia Promises fulfilled) in Figure 27, 
it has become apparent that in a number of the Government’s advertisements the Government 
pledges to keep their promise to serve the people. Indirectly, the slogan proclaims that the people 
are the ‘ultimate beneficiary’ of what has been promised to them (Embong, 2014). However, it 
raises a question from the public about what are those promises that have been fulfilled by the 
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Government, as they are not stated in the ads. These are also important aspects to be mentioned 
even in short because people might forget what the Government has done to them. All this brings 
political elements into the message since the theme itself (1Malaysia Promises fulfilled) resembles 
the Barisan Nasional party’s manifesto. As discussed in Chapter 2, Barisan Nasional has been the 
ruling political party since Malaysia gained its Independence in 1957 (Cheah, 2002). 
In other scenes in the Government’s advertisement, the intra-textual approach shows that the 
messages and slogans that appear towards the end of the advertisement not only communicate the 
message of unity but also creates an association with Barisan Nasional party by using the party’s 
manifesto of ‘Menepati janji membawa harapan’ (Keeping promises, bringing hopes) as shown in 
Figure 28. The key messages that came before the manifesto scene were about ‘Dengan perpaduan 
kami berdiri, janji kami tepati’ (With unity we stand, the promises we fulfill) and the last scene was 
about 1Malaysia Rakyat didahulukan (1Malaysia, People first).   
      
 
Figure 28 – The last three scenes of the Government’s advertisement that construct the message of 
‘unity’ the year 2013  
The interactional relationship between the three scenes in the above Figure 28 shows how people 
are exposed to the ideological construction of politics and ‘national unity’. The idea of ‘national 
unity’ is positioned surrounding the State ideology to promote the interest and power of the elite 
group (Van Dijk, 2012). The repetition of ‘perpaduan’ (unity) and ‘persefahaman’ (understanding) 
at the beginning of the advertisements represents the relationship between the State and people. 
Linguistically speaking, the use ‘we’ from the context of the advertisement in Figure 28 concurs 
with the ‘exclusive we’ in order to include the speaker and also the third persons who are not 
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present, but to exclude the addressee too (Wodak et al., 2009). As such, the use of ‘we’ to refer to 
the Government and members of the State, and ‘promises’ that are fulfilled by ‘we’, builds the 
‘authority and solidarity’ with the audiences (Liu, 2008) so they have the idea that this is the 
Government of choice. What can be interpreted from Figure 28 is that this is the responsible 
Government that can best lead the country (through promises we fulfill), can best represent the 
interests of the people ahead the Government’s interests (through the use of slogan ‘People First’), 
and can best bring hope for future generation (through images of an infant and children that 
accompanied with the manifesto of ‘keeping promises, bringing hopes’). The use ‘we’ suggests the 
Government’s intention to reduce personal acknowledgment and thus conveys a stronger 
authoritative stance and stronger connection with addressee (Liu, 2008). The way the 1Malaysia 
logo and this slogan have appeared recurrently in the Government’s advertisements provides the 
impression that the State ideology through 1Malaysia concept is the solution to the unrevealed 
problem of ‘national unity’. 
Frame matrix and juxtaposition 
This section explores the structure of frame matrix and juxtaposition to examine any possible 
contradictions between the construction of ‘national unity’ and juxtaposed images or texts in the 
frames. As discussed in the previous section, the ‘framing devices’ are manifest components of 
media texts that consist of five main elements: catchphrases, exemplars, metaphors, depictions, and 
visual images – all of which construct the frame. The analysis of the data reveals several 
contradictions between the uses of slogans, images, metaphors in the frames, and also the 
contextual meanings of ‘national unity’. Firstly, the slogan ‘perpaduan dalam kepelbagaian’ (unity 
in diversity) that appears in a number of Government advertisements itself provides struggle 
between two opposing concepts (‘perpaduan’ and ‘kepelbagaian’ translated as ‘unity’ and 
‘diversity’), and, yet, this contradiction is necessary and inherent in a contemporary Malaysian 
context. The slogan ‘unity in diversity’ is also promoted, along with the concept of 1Malaysia, 
which is interpreted as people of different ethnics working together, regardless of differences, and 
that every citizen at the same time has equal rights in practicing their own language, culture, and 
religions in Malaysia. This slogan, however, contradicts to the catchphrase of ‘1 Bahasa, 1 Bangsa, 
1 Negara’ (1 language, 1 nation, 1 country)’ that appears recurrently in other advertisements and 
this catchphrase is always accompanied by the 1Malaysia logo. The examples are demonstrated in 
Figure 29 and Figure 30. 
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Figure 29 – The slogan Utamakan Bahasa Kebangsaan Kita along with the catchphrase of ‘1 Bahasa, 1 
Bangsa, 1 Negara’ (1 language, 1 nation, 1 country)’ in an online advertisement 
 
 
 
Figure 30 – The slogan Martabatkan Bahasa Kebangsaan Kita along with the catchphrase of ‘1 Bahasa, 1 
Bangsa, 1 Negara’ (1 language, 1 nation, 1 country)’ in an online advertisement 
 
The catchphrase of ‘1 Bahasa, 1 Bangsa, 1 Negara’ (1 language, 1 nation, 1 country)’ that appears 
in the advertisements also promotes the slogan ‘Utamakan bahasa kebangsaan kita’ (Prioritising 
our national language) (See Figure 29) and ‘Martabatkan bahasa kebangsaan kita’ (Upholding our 
national language) (See Figure 30). The use of Bahasa Melayu as a national language has been 
considered as a uniting symbol for the nation regardless of diverse ethnicities, religions and cultures 
(John, 2015). Although the language enables people from diverse ethnic backgrounds to 
communicate and bring mutual understanding of meanings (John, 2015), this may not be seen as a 
bearable effort that builds a good relationship and a sense of togetherness among different 
ethnicities in Malaysia if there are other minorities and ethnic groups feeling marginalised due to 
the fact that their languages have not been recognised. What is not mentioned in the frame is the 
recognition of other languages that are communicated in Malaysia, or any encouragement to learn 
another language, such as Mandarin and Tamil. As the catchphrase of ‘1 Bahasa, 1 Bangsa, 1 
Negara’ (1 language, 1 nation, 1 country)’ appears in several advertisements are juxtaposed with 
other advertisements that promote the slogan of ‘unity in diversity’, this may contradict the intended 
meaning of celebrating the uniqueness and differences of people of different ethnics. 
Furthermore, the juxtaposition is also present in Figure 31. Here the juxtaposed texts and 
images between the slogan ‘1Malaysia Bermula dengan Perpaduan’ (1Malaysia starts with unity) 
and the elements of visual images depicting current and previous Malaysian prime ministers 
provide some historical context of the country. The previous prime ministers are considered to be 
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‘living history’ because, via the media, they are continuously remembered by people for their 
contributions to the State and nation. In addition, the 1Malaysia logo is placed beside the image of 
the current prime minister to demonstrate a relationship since he initiated 1Malaysia. The 
interpretation of images of individuals, who are or were previously in power, is also linked to the 
rakyat (people) as the voting power lies in the hands of the people and, therefore, these individuals 
are or were leaders of the people’s choice. 
 
Figure 31 – The slogan 1Malaysia Bermula dengan Perpaduan (1Malaysia starts with unity) online 
advertisement 
6.2 Other findings revealed – Spotting contradictions in the frame  
In the previous discussion, it is clear that the present findings of three themes/frames that 
emerged from media data do not necessarily contradict each other; rather each frame complements 
the others. This section, however, explores the inconsistencies and possible contradictions between 
the concept of ‘national unity’ and the use of lexical-visual elements supporting the frames. As 
discussed in the previous section, the ‘framing devices’ are manifest components of media texts that 
consist of five main elements: catchphrases, exemplars, metaphors, depictions, and visual images, 
which all construct the frame. The analysis of the data reveals several inconsistencies and 
contradictions between the uses of slogans, images, metaphors in the frames, as well as the 
contextual meanings of ‘national unity’. Firstly, the slogan ‘perpaduan dalam kepelbagaian’ (unity 
in diversity) that appears in a number of the Government’s advertisements itself provides a struggle 
between two opposing concepts (‘perpaduan’ and ‘kepelbagaian’ translated as ‘unity’ and 
‘diversity’), and, yet, this contradiction is necessary and inherent in a contemporary Malaysian 
context. The slogan ‘unity in diversity’ is also promoted along with the concept of 1Malaysia, 
which is, in turn, interpreted as the idea of people of different ethnicity having the ability to work 
together regardless of differences, and that every citizen at the same time has equal rights to 
practice their own language, culture, and religion in Malaysia. This is how language and ideology 
works together to contextualise the meanings that favour the belief system of a particular group or 
party (John, 2015). This slogan, however, contradicts to the catchphrase of ‘1 Bahasa, 1 Bangsa, 1 
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Negara’ (1 language, 1 nation, 1 country) that appears regularly in other advertisements and this 
catchphrase is always accompanied by the 1Malaysia logo. The examples are demonstrated in 
Figure 32, Figure 33, and Figure 34. 
 
Figure 32 – The slogan Martabatkan Bahasa Kebangsaan Kita along with the catchphrase of ‘1 
Bahasa, 1 Bangsa, 1 Negara’ (1 language, 1 nation, 1 country)’ in an online advertisement 
 
 
 
Figure 33 – The slogan Utamakan Bahasa Kebangsaan Kita along with the catchphrase of ‘1 
Bahasa, 1 Bangsa, 1 Negara’ (1 language, 1 nation, 1 country)’ in an online advertisement 
 
 
Figure 34 – The theme Bulan Bahasa Kebangsaan Kita along with the catchphrase of ‘1 Bahasa, 1 
Bangsa, 1 Negara’ (1 language, 1 nation, 1 country)’ in an online advertisement 
 
The catchphrase of ‘1 Bahasa, 1 Bangsa, 1 Negara’ (1 language, 1 nation, 1 country) that 
appears in the advertisements are at the same time promotes slogans of ‘Martabatkan bahasa 
kebangsaan kita’ (Upholding our national language32) (See Figure 32), ‘Utamakan bahasa 
kebangsaan kita’ (Prioritising our national language) (See Figure 33) and ‘Bulan bahasa 
kebangsaan’ (National language month) (See Figure 34). By looking closely at these three figures, 
Figure 33 clearly shows how the slogan and the catchphrase have a different relationship to the 
image of people of different ethnicities. It is argued that language plays both roles in uniting and 
                                                     
32 The national language of the country is Bahasa Malaysia, which is also used interchangeably in reference to Bahasa 
Melayu (Malay language).  
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separating the people (Gill, 2014). From the elites’ perspective, the use of Bahasa Melayu as a 
national language is seen as a uniting symbol for the nation regardless of diverse ethnicities, 
religions, and cultures (John, 2015).  However, the people may have a different perspective about 
the over-exposure of a promotion about the use of national language, which has been repeatedly 
appeared not only in the slogans, advertisements, and campaigns but also in the policies, despite it 
having been explicitly spelled in the Malaysian Constitution (Article 152) (Wan Husin, 2011). The 
audience’s perspective is discussed later in the chapter.  
Although it is suggested that the use of language enables people from diverse ethnic 
backgrounds to communicate and bring together a mutual understanding of meanings (John, 2015), 
this may not be seen as a bearable effort that build a good relationship and a sense of togetherness 
among different ethnicities in Malaysia if there continues to be other minorities and ethnic groups 
feeling marginalised as a result of their languages not being recognised as the language of 
communication in Malaysia. This is how language can create a distance or gap between one group 
to another (Gill, 2014). Having said that, it doesn’t mean that this study objects to the idea of 
empowering the national language through advertisements, but the language is not static, and the 
use of different language by different ethnic groups in different contexts can lead to a different 
dynamic in the society. Reflecting on the theoretical framework of framing, the representation of 
national language in the Government’s advertisements have created “boundaries of inclusion and 
exclusion” (Entman et al., 2009, p. 35). What is not mentioned in the Government’s advertisements 
is the recognition of other languages that are communicated in Malaysia, or any encouragement for 
people to learn another language, such as Mandarin and Tamil, in order to move towards a dynamic 
society. As the catchphrase of ‘1 Bahasa, 1 Bangsa, 1 Negara’ (1 language, 1 nation, 1 country) 
that appears in several advertisements is juxtaposed with other advertisements that promote the 
slogan of ‘unity in diversity’, this may contradict the intended meaning of celebrating the 
uniqueness and differences of people of different ethnicities. 
The next section concludes the findings that are discussed in this chapter in light of the theoretical 
framework of framing, ‘intra-textuality’ and ‘contextualisation’.  
6.3 Conclusion 
The theoretical and methodological approaches that were adopted in analysing the 102 
Government advertisements used the structure of the frame matrix integrated with ‘intra-textuality’ 
and ‘contextualisation’. The purpose of this chapter was to present the findings of the macro-level 
construct on how the elites construct the meanings of ‘national unity’ through the Government’s 
advertisements. With regard to that purpose, this chapter has made explicit how the Government’s 
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advertisements contextualise the meanings of ‘national unity’ through multiple frames and how 
different frames relate to one another. The two themes that emerge from the findings are: 1) 
nationalism frame; and 2) multiculturalism frame. The findings drawn from this analysis help to 
understand how multiple frames exist in order to contextualise such issue over the exclusion of 
others, and how one frame co-exists, competes, or complements other frames. As such, the findings 
do not only contribute to the development of framing in terms of examining the inside of the 
‘frame’ – the so-called salient aspects of frames – but also the outside of the ‘frame’ (Kwan & 
Graves, 2013), the silent aspects of discourse.  The key ‘frames’ that emerged from the data are 
therefore interpretable in light of existing research evidence and theory about the idea of selection 
and salience through including or excluding some aspect of realities about a particular issue 
(Entman et al., 2009; Entman, 1993), the adoption of Van Gorp’s frame matrix and the notion of 
multiple frames (Van Gorp, 2007),  and Goffman's (1974) work on the dominant frame. 
Most of the elements (lexical and visual) that are represented in the advertisements 
characterised the construction of ‘national unity’ in a multi-ethnic society to reflect how they should 
best organise themselves (i.e. how people behave and should behave in relations to others) 
(Schwartz & Ryan, 2003). These values also act as solutions to unidentified problems for which 
‘national unity’ is a necessary condition for a country to achieve unity, and where people are 
expected to work together to accomplish this goal (David & Dumanig, 2011; Hashim & Mahpuz, 
2011; John, 2015). The analysis of the advertisements also reveals that ‘what is said’ about the ideal 
‘frames’ of multi-ethnic society manifest in harmonious relationships, the idea of togetherness, a 
living interaction between each other, and the sense of national pride – and all of this does celebrate 
the idea of ‘national unity’.  However, as the ‘frames’ are also the construction of social reality 
(Carter, 2013), what has said through the frames raises another question about ‘what is left unsaid’. 
By contrast, what is left unsaid about the real multi-ethnic society is that the relationships may also 
be chaotic; differences can also lead to separateness, the gap between members of different ethnic 
groups, and the sense of national shame. Reflecting on the relationship dynamics in a society, all 
people are both ‘unity’ and ‘disunity’ at the same time, as these two opposites are embedded within 
the same whole, the one system (Valsiner, 2007). Viewed as a relationship dynamic, it is the 
relationship between the two opposites that generate the outcomes (Valsiner, 2007) within the 
multicultural society.  
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Chapter 7 – The interpretation of ‘national unity’: Audience frame analysis 
(The audiences frame) 
7.1 Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to investigate Malaysian audiences’ responses to the construction of 
‘national unity’ through Government advertisements and the use of frames in the audiences’ 
interpretation of these advertisements. By examining the meaning of ‘national unity’ from the 
audiences’ perspective, this section extends the understanding of framing through micro-level 
construct to answer the second question posed in this study: How is the issue of ‘national unity’ in 
these PSAs perceived by the intended audiences and what frames do they use in their interpretations 
of these PSAs? The analysis in this chapter is based on a series of group interviews with Malaysians 
from different ethnic backgrounds. The main focus of the group discussion was to understand how 
Malaysian people of different ethnicity perceive the Government’s advertisements and to discover 
their interpretations of the elites’ construction of ‘national unity’. The findings in this chapter was 
mainly drawn from the data collected from six focus group interviews with Malaysians of different 
ethnicity in Kajang, Selangor. This study adopts audience frame analysis to understand how 
audiences are engaged in the construction of meanings, particularly on the issue of ‘national unity. 
The analyses also helped identify the key themes that emerged from the interview data and thus 
examines the frames that were used by participants in interpreting the Government’s 
advertisements. Consequently, this chapter is structured as follows. Firstly, the findings in the next 
section are discussed in two parts in relation to the context of framing theory. The first part of the 
findings deals with the meaning of ‘national unity’ from an audience perspective, and the second 
part reveals the use of multiple frames in their interpretations of the Government’s advertisements. 
7.2 Finding 1 – What does ‘national unity’ means?  
The analysis of focus group interviews concentrates on understanding the meaning of 
‘national unity’ and participants’ responses to the viewing of twenty-seven Government 
advertisements promoting the representation of ‘national unity’. For the presentation of findings in 
this chapter, each focus group participant has been assigned with an individual code33 for when they 
are quoted, while focus groups have been assigned the following names: 
Malay young adult group (G1) 
Chinese young adult group (G2) 
Indian young adult group (G3) 
Young adults of mix ethnic group (G4) 
                                                     
33 The individual code that is used in this chapter is a combination of alphabet and number for referring to each focus 
group participant. Some researchers use pseudonyms (See, for example, Soon, Hashim, & Buttny, 2014).  
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Malay older adult group (G5) 
Chinese older adults (G6) 
 
The first question to focus group participants – ‘What do you understand by the term “national 
unity?”’ – had been primarily designed to elicit spontaneous associations about what ‘national 
unity’ is all about, and thus get some insights from participants about to what extent ‘national unity’ 
can be achieved within the contemporary Malaysian society. Some Chinese participants found it 
difficult to answer this question; for example, a Chinese participant G2-TH initially claimed to 
struggle responding: “This… hmmm… This is quite difficult to answer – national unity – the 
country wants people to be united. If people are united, the country will be peaceful.”  Another 
respondent said: “I don’t know – no answer for that question” (Chinese participant G2-LNG). By 
the end, every participant had answered this question, although some had simply agreed with 
another participant’s answer. Virtually all the focus group participants responded to this question by 
referring to the unity of the nation or unity of multiple races, namely Chinese, Malay and Indian. 
Below are some examples of responses shared by the participants:   
“It is about the three main races. It means how we live together in harmony. Our culture 
is different. What we eat is also different.  How we coordinate with each other. How we 
live together peacefully.”  
               (Chinese participant G6-YG) 
 
“‘National unity’ is usually associated with a nation. In Malaysia, we always refer to 
Chinese, Indian, Malay, and we would say that we must unite and cooperate each other.” 
              (Malay participant G1-SHH)  
 
 
“‘National unity’ is about mutual understanding between multiple races. In Malaysia, 
we have multiple races, such as Malay, Indian, and Chinese. So I feel that understanding 
and harmony are important.” 
        (Indian participant G3-SH) 
 
A few responses also included minority ethnic groups found in Sabah and Sarawak state. As one 
participant expressed it: 
“We all know that Malaysia has many ethnic groups, such as Malay, Chinese, and 
Indian. That one does not include people in Sabah and Sarawak – we have ethnic groups 
among Iban, Kadazan. So when we are united [...] national peace and our country’s 
development can be improved because when we are united, we can tolerate each other, 
no fighting [...] so it helps Malaysia to progress in many aspects.”    
           
        (Malay participant G4-ZR) 
 
In particular, those passages of text highlight the important elements in the construction of ‘national 
unity’ in focus group discussions: explicitly, the three main ethnic groups in Malaysia and how they 
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should live in a culturally diverse society. The participants stressed, again and again, the idea of 
living together in harmony, despite differences of ethnic groups. Additionally, the word ‘peace’, 
‘peacefully’, and ‘peaceful’ were spoken many times by different participants to suggest the 
anticipated outcome when people of different ethnic groups remain united. This also implies that 
people, regardless of different ethnic, religion, and culture, naturally seek to live in peace and 
harmony. Furthermore, the focus group participants’ understanding of ‘national unity’ mainly 
reflected on the first half of the ‘authority-defined national unity’ (refer to the bold and underline 
statement) that is referred to as the “situation in which all citizens from the various ethnic 
groups, religions, and states live in peace as one united nationality, giving full commitment to 
national identity based upon the Perlembagaan Persekutuan (Federal Constitution) and the Rukun 
Negara (National Principle)” (Department of National Unity and Integration Malaysia, n.d.). 
However, in all focus group discussions, none of the participants relate ‘national unity’ with the 
Perlembagaan Persekutuan (Federal Constitution). Only two out of fifty-one participants said that 
‘national unity’ should be based on Rukun Negara (National Principle)34. For example, a Malay 
participant G5-JM claimed that: “To achieve peace, prosperity, and welfare, we must achieve 
independence in all aspects. So, when we come together, we will accomplish the goal as outlined in 
our Rukun Negara (National Principle), such as peace, prosperity, welfare, morality and so forth.” 
Another Malay participant (G5-YS) also drew the link between ‘national unity’ and Rukun Negara 
(National Principle) as he shared his experience of the past: 
“The situation now is very different from the old days – now, Malays with the Malays, 
and Chinese with the Chinese people – Why so? Actually, the government in the past 
has thought that unity is very important in a country with people of various races. He 
looked ahead towards the unity of the country where we can live in peace and 
harmony. For example, when I was a student years ago, the emphases were given to 
the national language, neighbourhood relations, the Rukun Negara (National 
Principle), and also the foundations of unity. But schools nowadays are not aware of 
all that, the teacher comes to the school to teach academic subjects, but the 
fundamental to interact with different races is not emphasised.” 
From the above passage, the participant made a comparison between government and education 
system in relation to ‘national unity’ based on his personal experience. In this view, he argued that 
there is a gap between people from different ethnic groups ‘now’ compared to in the past due to the 
government education system that does not emphasise unity and interaction between the various 
                                                     
34 The concept of Rukun Negara and its five components are discussed in Chapter 2. 
126 
 
ethnicities at the school level. The participant made such claim based on his involvement as the 
Chairman of Persatuan Ibubapa Guru (PIBG)35 and also the Chairman of Rukun Tetangga 
(Neighbourhood watch) in his area. 
Further to this, the understanding of ‘national unity’ is also understood by participants as 
community living principles, as demonstrated in Table 7 below:  
Initial coding Some of the interviews excerpt  
Living and working 
together 
Chinese participant G4-YY: From my own perspective, I think 
‘national unity’ means that everybody comes together, regardless 
of races, age, sex, religion, and others. I mean we can stay together 
in a peaceful way. 
 
Indian participant G3-PP: No selfishness...not only thinking about 
your own race but also giving importance to other races. That’s 
called ‘national unity’. We have to work together as a team to 
achieve our ‘national unity’. 
 
Understanding  and 
respecting each other 
Malay participant G5-BH: ‘National unity’ is a way of life. We live 
as a community where ‘national unity’ requires mutual 
understanding, helping each other and community life; generally, it 
is about living in a peace and prosperity. 
 
Chinese participant G6-LM: In my opinion, Malaysia has three 
main races and religions […] we must try to understand each other. 
Don’t comment on other people’s religion and respect each other. 
 
Table 9 – ‘National unity’ as community living principles 
Table 9 highlights important elements in the construction of ‘national unity’ in focus group 
discussion: namely, how participants associate ‘unity’ with other ethnic relationships and how 
people should live in a multicultural society (the idea of working and living together with others we 
respect). Interestingly, the Chinese participant G6-LM did not only speak about ‘understanding and 
respecting each other’; he also expressed his disapproval of offending other people’s religion. In 
addition, he again stressed that religion should not be used for the purpose of political power when 
he said, “the politicians should not use their religion to achieve their purpose. It makes us 
misunderstand each other.” This clearly suggests his belief that some politicians use religion to 
mobilise followers to vote for them or to support them. In this way, religion is seen as a way for 
politicians to get the public on their side for their own political gain. This is where the 
                                                     
35 Persatuan Ibubapa Guru (PIBG) is translated as Parent-Teacher Association. This is a legal body established as a 
liaison between parents, teachers, schools, communities and students. The main function of the PIBG is to assist the 
development of students and their welfare through various school activities and academic programmes. 
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misunderstanding occurs among people of different ethnicity and religion, which may create a 
divide between people. 
In other focus group discussions with Indian participants, the conversation became heated 
when the issues of respecting other people’s religion were raised. Some participant, it turned out, 
felt very emotional talking about it.  At the beginning, they were reluctant to share what has become 
a hot topic, with a tendency to go viral on social media, stating it was because this issue was quite 
sensitive.  Prompted a few times by the moderator, the participants started talking about the 
sensitive issue involving religion: 
Moderator: What is it all about?  
Indian participant G3-NT: It was about the Batu Caves36. Recently it appeared on the 
Facebook. I feel hurt by her attitude. 
Moderator: Is it the media or...? 
Indian participant G3-NT: It was the act of an individual. She’s Malay.  
Indian participant G3-ND: But sometimes through Facebook, people can be disguised. We 
don't know.  
Indian participant G3-NT: But from Facebook, the person can be identified as a Malay.  
Indian participant G3-ND: Actually, what is going viral on Facebook and WhatsApp is a few 
pictures showing a man cut the cow’s head and then he pulled the cow’s head to the front of 
the Batu Cave temple. 
Indian participant G3-LG: What you are doing is stink37. 
Indian participant G3-SH: If you don’t want to respect other people’s religion, that’s fine, but 
don’t humiliate.  
Indian participant G3-PP: Not only this issue, we have lots of issues like this condemning 
other religions. Most of the religious and racial issues … I think the victims are Indians.  
The excerpts highlight an important element that may lead to the destruction of ‘national 
unity’, as the participants strongly felt insulted by people who condemned their religion. The issue 
of religion became more sensitive as the participants claimed that the individual act (as discussed in 
the excerpt) was humiliating their lord, their sacred prayer’s place, and also their culture. Something 
like this may divide the relationships between people (especially between the Malays and Indians) 
as a negative perception had already spread among Indians when they identified the perpetrator as 
                                                     
36 The Batu Caves is a popular place for cave temples situated in Selangor, Malaysia, and it has been the focal point of 
Thaipusam celebrations for Hindu followers. 
 
37 The ‘stink’ within the participant’s context refers to something that is abominable (i.e. somekind of bad or immoral 
act).  
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Malay based on the Facebook profile picture. However, there was one Indian participant, G3-ND, 
who said that the Facebook profile picture could be fictitious or counterfeit. What can be interpreted 
on the individual acts of immorality is associated with issues of religion and divinity, is something 
that is forbidden in any religion. In Islam, the act of insulting or disparaging other religions is 
strictly prohibited. This is based on the Quranic verse: “And do not insult those they invoke other 
than Allah, lest they insult Allah in enmity without knowledge. Thus we have made pleasing to every 
community their deeds. Then to their Lord is their return, and He will inform them about what they 
used to do.”38 As such, Islam also forbids its followers to hurt other people in a crude or cruel way, 
or by any other misconduct.  Above all, most of the participants see ‘national unity’ as essential for 
harmony and peace of the country39. The next section discusses another finding that is discovered 
from focus group interview data on multiple frames in audiences’ interpretations. 
7.3 Finding 2 – Multiple frames in audiences’ interpretations 
 
The second part of the focus group interview questions are related to participants’ responses 
to the representation of what ‘national unity’ might constitute and how it should be achieved 
through the Government’s advertisements.  More importantly, that part of the question aims to 
understand the use of ‘frames’ by audiences in their interpretation of ‘national unity’. Those 
questions were asked of participants after the advertisement viewings. In examining the responses 
between young and older adults, it became clear that these two different age groups were not 
quantifiable in terms of numbers and percentages. In fact, the focus group interviews were 
conducted with only two groups of older adults compared to four groups of young adults who 
participated in the other focus group discussions. From the analysis, what can be interpreted is that 
there were differences of views on how young adults and older adults frame ‘national unity’ 
through the Government’s advertisements. Although young adults are considered as active 
audiences in exchanging and communicating meanings40, older adult participants were more critical 
than the younger participants in terms of their responses towards the Government’s advertisements. 
The way older adults frame the Government’s advertisements was more about the discourse of 
politics compared to young adults, who framed their responses more around the discourse of 
identity and culture.  
                                                     
38 Chapter Al-An’am, verse 108 of the Quran. 
 
39 The findings are treated as a moment-to-moment discourse. 
 
40 Livingstone, S. (2015). Active Audiences? The Debate Progresses But Is Far From Resolved. Communication 
Theory, 25(4), 439-446. 
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Although the presentation of the findings examines what has emerged across all ethnicities, 
this section also reveals which frames were more dominant from the ethnic group perspective. 
Tracing the dominant narratives41 according to ethnic groups will be useful for understanding the 
construction of a narrative that captures the central understanding of what ‘national unity’ means 
within culturally diverse society. As discussed earlier in Chapter 2, the complex post-colonial 
situation in Malaysia, in which dominant ethnic Malays and indigenous groups are attributed  
special privileges and rights, contributes to the dissatisfaction among other disadvantaged ethnic 
groups due to unequal opportunities and deprivation of equal rights (Hashim & Tan, 2009; Yee 
Mun et al., 2015). As such, looking at differences between ethnic groups will relate more to the 
differences between the use of frames in their interpretation of ‘national unity’ as their experiences 
and life circumstances may conform to, and also conflict, the dominant narratives.  
Looking across the focus group interview data, the three key themes42 that emerged as 
recurring descriptions are identified as: 1) nationalism frame; 2) multiculturalism frame; and 3) 
political frame. Initially, the key frames were identified and classified according to the keywords or 
spoken messages, the range of issues communicated, and the main actors discussed by the focus 
group participants. Table 10 provides some examples of how shared common ideas and expressions 
were grouped to form the key themes:  
No Theme Frame matrix 
Framing devices Reasoning devices 
1 Nationalism 
frame 
 Catchphrases (i.e. 1Malaysia 
‘Janji ditepati’ (Promises 
fulfilled) 
 Metaphors (i.e. ‘Janji 
tinggal janji’ (the promises 
remain just that, promises).  
 Depictions and visual 
images (i.e. People of 
different ethnic groups, 
specifically focused on 
Chinese, Indians, and 
Malays) 
 Defining problems 
o Unequal treatment to non-
Bumiputera 
o The unfulfilled promises  
 An assigned responsibility The 
main actors discussed by 
participants:  
o They (Government’s 
advertisements) 
o They (Government) 
o We (people) 
o He (the Prime Minister))  
 A proposed solution/policy (i.e. 
provide equal treatment to 
people) 
                                                     
41 Dominant narratives in this thesis refer to stories related to the ‘nation’ and ‘national unity’ are told and which stories 
get told.  
 
42 The three key themes are also referenced as the use of frames in audiences’ interpretations of ‘national unity’ in the 
Government’s advertisements. 
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2 Multiculturalism 
frame 
 Catchphrases (i.e. 
1Malaysia ‘Rakyat 
didahulukan, Pencapaian 
diutamakan’ (People First, 
Performance Now) 
 Metaphorical phrases (i.e. 
‘the negative vibe spreads 
among us’) 
 Depictions and visual 
images (i.e. the images of 
ethnic groups with cultural 
outfits were criticised as one 
way of promoting Malaysia 
to other countries.) 
 Defining problems 
o Stereotypes and labelling 
ethnic groups through the ads  
o Social discrimination 
 An assigned responsibility (i.e. 
the Government and the creator 
of the advertisements)  
 A proposed solution/policy 
o Remove discriminatory 
barriers 
o The advertisements should 
reflect the reality of people 
o The creator of the 
advertisements should be 
more sensitive to ethnic 
groups’ preferences. 
 Political frame  Catchphrases (i.e. 
1Malaysia slogan and logo) 
 Metaphorical phrases 
o (i.e. weak: ‘I don’t think 
people were put first’) 
 Depictions and visual 
images 
(i.e. overloaded ‘national 
unity’ messages with 
1Malaysia logo)  
 Defining problems 
o PSAs serve as propaganda 
o 1Malaysia is associated with 
a political party 
 An assigned responsibility (i.e. 
the Government and the 
politicians)  
 A proposed solution/policy 
o The use of 1Malayia logo in 
most of Government 
advertisements was 
interpreted as promoting BN 
political party. 
Table 10 – Distribution of participants’ shared common ideas and expressions built on frame matrix 
The above coding provides me with a logical and systematic process for organising and 
categorising the focus group interview data (Saldana, 2009) so that the meaning can be derived 
from the data to answer the research questions. To understand the meaning, I needed to come up 
with an answer to the question ‘What is going on here?’ (Goffman, 1974) and to accompany it with 
interpretations and understandings of the focus group interview data. In conducting the analysis, I 
clearly understood that meanings are context-dependent, whereby I must understand the context to 
determine the meanings (Wodak & Richardson, 2013). For instance, during the group discussions, 
the use of humour and laughter covered a range of expressions, from positive to negative, which 
also included scepticism, irony and sarcasm during the discussion of 1Malaysia and audiences’ 
responses to the Government’s advertisements (See, for example, Buttny & Hashim, 2015; Buttny 
et al., 2013). 
Although those ideas and expressions that came from the focus group participants that presented in 
Table 10 were divided into the key frames, all those ideas are interconnected to each of the frames.  
The details of each of the frames are discussed in the next sub-section.  
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7.3.1 Theme 1 – Nationalism frame 
The framing of this issue reflects on how people picture their interpretations of social realities 
based on a particular issue (i.e. ‘national unity’), to which the frames can be a powerful tool in 
suggesting what an issue is all about and thus shaping the public opinion (Callaghan & Schnell, 
2005).  What is important pertaining to these issues is how a problem, concern or topic is presented 
to enable the public to understand it (Hallahan, 1999). The descriptions of the frame matrix and how 
audiences interpret the use of ‘framing devices’ and question ‘reasoning devices’ are discussed 
below. 
Audiences’ interpretation of Government’s advertisements  
The analysis of the first component of ‘frame matrix’ has the focus group participants 
identifying three signature elements of framing devices: their discussions of catchphrases, a 
depiction of contemporary society, and visual images. For the second component of the frame 
matrix, this study agrees with Kwan and Graves (2013) that not all elements are present in the 
Government’s advertisements. By adopting the structure of frame matrix into audience frame 
analysis, this thesis can better understand how the elements of framing devices and reasoning 
devices are interpreted by participants of different ethnic backgrounds and from different contexts. 
From the findings, the study clearly shows that participants interpreted the meanings and messages 
of the Government’s advertisements differently since their versions of reality are based on their own 
experiences, their own interaction with peers, and their own interpreted selections of the media 
messages (Borah, 2011; Carter, 2013; Chan, 2012).  The findings of interpreted elements are 
discussed in the following paragraphs. 
Catchphrases and Metaphors – Although the use of phrases and words can be among the 
influential techniques to engage audiences’ responses to the advertisements (Berman, 2010), it is 
also important to discover how the use of certain phrases in the advertisements also provides a 
different understanding of the given frames. Metaphors, on the other hand, are figures of speech that 
were used by participants as a ‘rhetorical tool’ to arouse emotions (Carpenter, 2008) about the issue. 
From the analysis of the focus group interview data, only a few participants talked about the use of 
catchphrases in Government advertisements. The examples are shown below: 
Moderator: Ok, let us move to the next question.  How do you think the Government’s 
advertisements should be more effective to better talk to you?  
Indian participant G3-MG: The Government should talk about the reality.  
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Indian participant G3-NT: The Government should do what they have said. It is 
because now I feel like the Government doesn’t keep their promises to people. It is not 
‘Janji ditepati’ (Promises fulfilled)43, but ‘Janji tinggal janji’ (the promises remain 
just that, promises).  
Indian participant G3-PP: If the Government really cares about people, about the unity 
of people as what has been shown in the ads, then the Government must treat people 
equally.   
The above text extract shows how an Indian participant G3-NT viewed the catchphrase ‘Janji 
Ditepati’ as not representing  its true meaning. This phenomenon was described by the participant 
through the use of metaphorical phrases of ‘Janji tinggal janji’ (the promises remain just that, 
promises). In this way, the participant can influence other participants’ emotions through the use of 
metaphors (Carpenter, 2008) – in this instance, to express disappointment. Based on a series of 
group discussion with the same participant (which is shown in another except), there is a 
fundamental problem (i.e. the way minority group is being treated by the structure of the social 
system) that prompted the participant to say how it was easy to make promises but hard to keep 
them.  The discussion was further prompted by another Indian participant G3-PP who indicated that 
the idea of unity among people of different ethnic groups demonstrated in the advertisements is 
different from the reality44 of society. This participant’s understanding of a caring and responsible 
Government (an element of reasoning device) is that it will fulfil the needs of its people, fortify the 
unity among people in the multicultural society (as claimed in the advertisement) and provide equal 
opportunity and benefits to the people (suggested solution).  
 
A depiction of contemporary society and visual images – By identifying how participants 
construed the use of certain images, objects, pictures, or visuals represented through Government’s 
advertisements, this analysis attempts to produce another frame in understanding audiences’ 
responses towards the construction of ‘national unity’. The analysis of the following excerpt is 
intended to demonstrate the intricate process of paradoxes and lack of interest among participants 
towards the message conveyed, and the participants’ views about how the society is depicted in the 
advertisements.  
Moderator: What do you think of the ads you have seen just now? 
                                                     
43 The catchphrase ‘Janji ditepati’ (Promises fulfilled) repeatedly appeared in the Government’s advertisements. 
 
44 The reality that is represented in the Government’s advertisements shows that people are treated equally, all people 
enjoy the same benefits, and people have good relationships with other ethnic groups. 
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Indian participant G4-RZ:  The ads we watched are so cliché. There’s no need.  
Moderator: So the ads are just cliché. Could you please explain further why you said 
so? 
Indian participant G4-RZ: Cliché in the sense that when ‘you’ say something, then your 
subliminal messages are obvious. For examples, the Pak Abu ads, those posters and 
billboards showing the Malaysian flag and the Indian, Chinese, and Malays, and the 
hands with different colours and everything. It is acceptable but it is already too 
common and we can already see through the propaganda. We don’t want to listen to 
your ‘unity’ stories because we already get it. If you want to give something about 
‘unity’, look at the new advertisement about Malaysia Day 2014: the ad that shows how 
a boy was playing with the ball and the other guy got angry when the ball accidentally 
hit him. That one is something new. That is something that we can think and relate to. 
Not something that will irritate us like the Pak Abu ads. If you ask me, it’s actually 
about segregation not ‘unity’…  
In this excerpt, the Indian participant G4-RZ characterised the Government’s advertisements 
as cliché in the sense that ‘unity’ is something that is said a lot and becomes too common, and to 
that extent it is no longer relevant to the contemporary society (with the reference to Pak Abu 
advertisements). The Indian participant G4-RZ further characterised the Government’s 
advertisements as propaganda45, attempting to influence the opinions of the masses. On the other 
hand, the majority of the participants agreed that the Government’s advertisements promote the idea 
of ‘national unity’ through messages presented and thus frame the issue through the lens of 
constructive nationalism. Participants who interpreted the Government’s advertisements positively 
can be said to share the ‘commonalities’ with the creator of advertisements in terms of the social 
objective. Some illustrative data are presented below: 
Yes, I do agree. They are good ads because they show the message of unity among 
people of different ethnicities. This is what the Government wants. 
               (Indian participant G3-PP) 
The ad is a medium to educate people, like what we have seen, oh we have to do like 
this...we should have done this. The ads are more to educate. So it is the Government 
hopes that the community can be like that. So it is one of the steps to educate the people 
to be united. 
                                                     
45 Discussion about propaganda is further discussed in Section 7.3.3 as it is more related to political contexts. 
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          (Malay participant G1-PN) 
To me, the advertisement is one of the ways to educate the public. So what the 
Government is doing is good; for example, showing the harmonious relationship with a 
multi-ethnic society. What are the good things to do? For example, the train 
advertisement just now, the advertisement about helping other people. To me, there’s 
nothing wrong with the message. The Government wants people to be more united. 
                  (Indian participant G3-ND) 
I think the ads are all good because they want people to be united and for the sake of 
‘unity’. The main motive of the authorities made those ads is for the ‘unity’. 
                  (Malay participant G4-ZR) 
To me, those advertisements are one of the Government’s efforts to inculcate values and 
promote unity among people. To me, it is very closely related to ‘Ihsan’ (acts of doing 
beautiful things). Like what we have seen in the ads, the boy had brought food to his 
neighbours. 
                  (Malay participant G1-DN) 
By contrast, a few participants (for example, Participant G5-SA) made it very clear that the idea of 
‘national unity’ is ‘superficial’. His understanding of ‘national unity’ through a given analogy 
doesn’t mean that everyone must wear white shirts and everyone must be the same, as is depicted in 
one Government advertisement. The participant further said, “We, as Muslims, have been told that 
our God has created mankind in a different form so that we can learn from each other” (Malay 
participant G5-SA).  
Although a number of participants agreed that the Government promotes the message of unity in 
bringing together people of different ethnic groups towards one nation, some participants perceived 
the message of unity as too ideal for Malaysians. They expressed the view that that ideal ‘national 
unity’ is promoted through Government’s advertisements instead of presenting the real ‘national 
unity’. The examples are shown in the excerpts below: 
Malay participant G1-DN: The ads that we have seen are very different from the reality. 
Malay participant G1-SH: They are just ads only (Most of the participants are 
laughing). An advertisement and reality are different. For example, the advertisement 
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about children just now (referred to the advertisement number 21), when they (children) 
grow older, things may be different. 
 
Moderator: The neighbourliness relationship advertisement right? 
Malay participant G1-SH: Ha, the neighbourliness relationship ad. As I said earlier, 
from the ads we watched just now, I think they are just an ad only. What the 
Government wants is still far away and it is still not reachable. 
Similarly, the majority of other focus group participants also expressed a contradicting idea about 
the reality of a living society and the reality of an imagined society that is represented through the 
advertisements. In addition, most of the Malay participants append laughter to underscore sarcasm. 
The participants even questioned the relevance of the advertisements since they do not really 
highlight what is truly happening in the society (Malay participants G1-BD, G1-KH, G1-PJ, G5-RS, 
G5-YS, G5-SA; and Chinese participants G2-LM, G2-KW, G2-JH, G2-TN, G4-YY, G6-SM, G6-
FG; and Indian participants G3-MG, G3-PP, G4-RZ). This is how framing works through an 
idealised representation of reality, highlighting some aspects while hiding others, and privileging 
some points of view while neglecting others.  
7.3.2 Theme 2 – Multiculturalism frame 
 
This frame focuses on several areas of analysis that point to ways in which the audiences 
focus on the multicultural aspect of the frame. In the previous chapter, the multiculturalism frame is 
concerned with the construction of ‘national unity’ through the representation of individuals of 
different ethnicities, metaphorical representation of ethnic identity, multicultural celebrations, how 
ethnic groups are always represented through their traditional costumes, and how the analysis in this 
section demonstrates a different version of reality revealed by the participants. By using the 
structure of the frame matrix, what is found in this section are only two elements of framing devices 
that repeatedly appeared in the focus group interview data. The next section explains how 
audiences’ interpretations of Government advertisements in light of frame matrix are relevant to 
multiculturalism frame.    
Audiences’ interpretation of the Government’s advertisements  
This section discusses how participants responded to the first and the last element of framing 
devices in the Government’s advertisements that are found in the data.  
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Catchphrases – The use of certain images, phrases, and concepts that are repeated over and 
over again within a particular context not only serve to establish the relationship of power (Fourie, 
2007), but also to maintain a position of dominance within the society. As for Government 
advertisements, the use of slogans or catchphrases, apart from being the influential technique for 
engaging audiences in the advertisement’s messages, are also used to describe the Government’s 
intentions and aims (Rose, 2000).   
 
Indian participant G3-PP:  I think the slogan at the end of the ads (in most of the ads) 
does not really show the true meaning of the slogan.  
Moderator: Which slogan? Is it the 1Malaysia slogan? 
Indian participant G3-PP: Yes, the 1Malaysia slogan. Why I said that, if it is really 
1Malaysia, why are many benefits only for Bumiputera? The ads show that the 
Government provides fair treatment to people regardless of different races. But the 
reality is not like that. They only care for the majority, which is Bumiputera, while 
minority people are being discriminated. 
From the analysis, there is the underlying problem shared by the participant in the way she resisted 
the meaning of 1Malaysia slogan, and since she is a minority in the home country, her perception of 
the imbalance in the distribution of benefits and opportunities among Malaysians has increased.   
Moderator: When you said about discrimination, in what area you feel discriminated? 
Indian participant G3-PP: Education, housing. The Government always goes for quota.  
Indian participant G3-LG: The scholarship also.  
Indian participant G3-NT:  Yes, the quota. I feel discriminated too, because when I 
wanted to buy a house, the price for Bumiputera and non-Bumiputera is different. The 
price for Bumiputera is lower than non-Bumiputera […] How can a country that 
proclaims unity in a multi-ethnic society discriminate between Malaysians who were 
born and lived here only because he or she holds the status of non-Bumiputera? Why we 
cannot be considered as Bumiputera too? We were also born here (in this country).  
 
The above quotes highlight a very important issue concerning ‘national unity’ in the focus group 
discussion, where the participants (living as a minority group) shared their experiences of how they 
feel marginalised and frustrated because the opportunities are not equally distributed, especially 
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born as a non-Bumiputera. The participants stressed, again and again, racial discrimination46, not 
only because they were born into an ethnic minority group, but also their status as non-Bumiputera 
means they do not enjoy the same rights, even though they are Malaysian citizens. As such, the 
analysis suggests that while the 1Malaysia slogan does not itself speak for racial discrimination, it 
is still part and parcel of the official policy and the ruling elites. Another Chinese participant G6-
YG also said that 1Malaysia slogan contradicts its real meanings: Najib is promoting 1Malaysia 
and he wants us to be united. But have you seen that they are treating us fair enough? 1Malaysia is 
only a slogan that means equality, equal treatment for all of us. But what they have done is totally 
different: they treat everyone differently.  
In this excerpt, the participant is aware that the 1Malaysia concept was introduced by Najib (the 
current Malaysian prime minister) and he said further that it is Najib’s interest to see people united.  
However, the participant was later questioned about who the ‘they’ was who seemed to not prove 
fair treatment, but rather than direct the question back to Najib, he repeated the view that ‘they’ 
treat everyone differently. In this case, the participant did not point to a specific person for the 
blame; rather to a collective group, in which the use of ‘they’ is interpreted as Najib and his 
government specifically. This excerpt claimed that the concept of 1Malaysia still practices 
Bumiputera provision, which follows the colonial policy of providing recognition of the special 
rights and certain privileges, mostly to the Malay ethnic group, on the basis of their status as 
original or indigenous people of peninsular Malaysia (Embong, 2014).  
Metaphors, depiction of contemporary society,  and visual images – The analysis of focus 
group interview data reveals that the representation of ethnic groups in the Government’s 
advertisements is characterised as ‘racialised stereotypes’(Metcalfe, 2015), with ethnic groups 
represented according to their skin colours, their accents, and their casting characteristics. This 
finding clearly suggests that stereotypes (re)produce framed identities through specific 
characterisations that are often undesirable. Responses from focus group interviews reflect the 
stereotypes of one’s ethnicity: 
Indian participant G4-RZ: My focus is about the video ads, the animation ones (Pak 
Abu ads). Is it really about ‘unity’? If it is about ‘unity’, why an Indian must be black 
and has an Indian accent ... why must the Chinese be like the stereotype extreme? Are 
Indians like that? Are Chinese like that? Are Malays like that? And then when it comes 
to unity messages, the Malay culture is dominant and the rest are sunk. You see ... is it 
                                                     
46 From the findings, racial discrimination occurs when ethnic groups are treated differently as compared to the natives 
because of the non-Bumiputera status.  
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really ‘national unity’? The animation ad (referring again to the series of Pak Abu ads) 
was horrible for me. It made me feel angry. (The rest of the participants laughed). This 
is my opinion and that’s how I think people, in general, would feel. I say no to Pak Abu 
ads. No.  
The passages show how the participants kept questioning the relevance of the advertisements that 
promote the meanings of ‘national unity’ when they are embedded with such stereotypes. The way 
Indian participant G4-RZ expressed his anger, under the guise of humour, meant he received 
attentive responses and then burst of laughter from other participants. The participants’ laughter 
provides an impression that they also agreed with what was said and felt by the Indian participant 
G4-RZ. In a similar vein, Malay participant G4-FR supports this argument by saying: They produce 
stereotypes in the name of ‘national unity’. The creator of the ads is the Government. So people 
(audiences) may think that the Government is good through the ads they produce. Another Chinese 
participant G2-JH shared her first impression when she first watched the advertisements, and what 
came first are stereotypes. When prompted by the moderator, the participant explained that:   
The ads have a very serious problem due to [the fact that] only Chinese, Malays, and 
Indians are involved. Actually, Malaysia still has other ethnic groups that are 
neglected in the ads. Another problem from the ads is that Indians are always 
portrayed as robbers, and Malays are those who give the seat to others (on a train). In 
the last video, I wondered why Malays are always the one doing a good thing and the 
Indians are always depicted as the robbers? These are stereotypes. I feel that the ads 
cannot be promoted in this way on television; they have a very big impact on the 
society. 
              (Chinese participant G2-JH) 
The above excerpt shows how certain characteristic of particular ethnic groups also played a role in 
spreading the stereotypes. This analysis, therefore, argues that racialised stereotypes become 
problems that create “pictures in our head”47 (Rose, 2000, p. 20) in which the Government’s 
advertisements construct ‘ethnic groups’ in the way they wish to present to the public before 
anyone has the chance to see the real pictures themselves.  In this way, people’s understanding of 
ethnic groups living in the same country “is based not on direct and certain knowledge, but on 
pictures made by himself or given to him” (Rose, 2000, p. 20). This thesis, therefore, agrees that 
one of the causes of racialised stereotypes is when one group is more powerful than another in a 
                                                     
47 This phrase is borrowed from Walter Lippman and becomes the title of Rose’s book. 
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particular country, and the less powerful group becomes “the Other” (Hall, 1996). The Chinese 
participant G2-JH also felt that there’s no need to portray certain group in such a way as it gives a 
bad impression to society. This is particularly relevant as another Chinese participant, G2-TN, 
expressed concern over the problems that occurred: 
There is a lack of understanding between ethnic groups. As such, the negative vibe 
spreads among us and it is becoming racial discrimination. For instance, Malays 
look down upon the Chinese and the Chinese look down upon the Indians. Each of 
the ethnic group has their own advantages. In this country, all of the Malays will 
gather with Malays and the Chinese will have their own group. Our minister said that 
Chinese do not know how to do anything, do things stealthily, and break the law. This 
minister’s word hurts the affected ethnic group. Actually, each of the ethnic groups 
has both the good and bad side, and we are all similar. Don’t always say that Indians 
are always like this and Malays are always like that. This is the struggle that we are 
facing among ethnic groups. 
The above statement from Chinese participant G2-TN contains a number of metaphorical phrases.  
The phrase – negative vibe spreads among us – expresses some kind of ‘illness’ (Penninck, 2014). 
By representing it as something like ‘infectious disease’ or ‘virus’ which needs to be stopped and 
cured, this lack of understanding between ethnic groups and racial prejudices becomes a virus, 
making the health of the society precarious, and therefore needs serious attention. The word hurt is 
also a metaphor what the participant used to express feeling or emotion (for example, the feeling of 
discouragement or disheartenment because of someone’s words). Furthermore, the metaphorical 
phrase ‘look down upon’ indicates the act of the group’s superiority in which it considers another 
group lesser or inferior in some way. The tendency of people to favour their own ethnic group and 
look down on others may lead to racial prejudices (the problem). The participant went on to say 
that ‘we are all similar’ in that everyone makes mistakes, and individual mistakes should not be 
generalised to a particular ethnic group (the solution). The last metaphorical phrase of struggle 
describes a challenge that needs to be faced or a ‘battle field’ where fighters need to survive or 
conquer (Penninck, 2014). As stereotypes and racial prejudices begin from generalisations (Noor & 
Leong, 2013), such problems can be represented as a battle that people should strive for. In the 
excerpt, the Chinese participant expressed how the words of a Minister had affected his group in 
particular.  Although he mentioned two times about the Minister, he didn’t identify the specific 
Minister’s involved or even the Minister’s name. The finding thus suggests how racialised 
stereotypes can have an adverse impact on ethnic relations when certain ethnic groups look down 
on the others, particularly ethnic minorities.   
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 Moreover, the structure of social inequality was perceived as a decisive caesura48 by 
many participants, frequently with strong emotional dissatisfaction, and the description of it 
as racial discrimination suggests a potential problem that may divide the Malaysian nation.  
The need to give more emphasis to social inequality across and within ethnic groups is a clear 
and significant aspect for discussion among non-Malay participants. Such a focus would offer 
great solutions for ‘national unity’ and ethnic groups’ integration. The quote below from 
Chinese participants concerning social inequality was also linked to the Bumiputera and non-
Bumiputera status: 
Chinese participant G6-FG: The Government wants us to be united. Back to the 
problem: you have to set an example if you want us to follow you. The Government must 
treat all of us equally. If you treat us partially, how can national unity be achieved? We 
have the same identity card and passport. 
Chinese participant G6-TN: We feel resentment due to this unfair treatment. 
Chinese participant G2- X: The Government uses the money to promote these 
advertisements. Why don’t they use the money to give equal treatment to everyone? Be 
fair to the Bumiputera and non-Bumiputera. In our mind, we already feel that we are 
being separated; we don’t bother about the three main races. National unity has 
already separated us […]. 
 
Based on the above excerpt, the perceived imbalance between unity and ethnicity manifests most 
pertinently in the participants’ discussion of the issue of social inequality. This is the main problem 
according to this frame, and it is understood as a consequence of both majority and minority groups 
(Bumiputera and non-Bumiputera) within a multicultural society where the social system is still 
inherited from the colonial structure as part of the Malaysian constitution (Abd Muis et al., 2012). 
The use of certain negative phrases by the participants – such as ‘treat us partially’, ‘unfair 
treatment’, ‘we already feel that we are being separated’, ‘we don’t bother about the three main 
races’ – shows the participants’ resistance and expostulation towards ethnic-based discrimination 
practiced in the society and in Government policies.  At some points in focus group interviews, 
some participants admitted that the messages of the advertisements were good, however, these good 
messages were not convincing because the creator of the advertisements is the Government. The 
participants felt that the Government doesn’t set a good example to its people, but at the same time 
much is required by the Government to the people, a view demonstrated by participants below: 
                                                     
48 This phrase is adopted from Wodak et al., (2009). 
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Moderator: Do you think the messages from these Government ads are convincing? 
Why?  
Chinese participant G6-FG: Everyone has different views on these ads. These ads are 
good, actually. Most of us feel that they are good. But when it comes to convincing, did 
the Government implement it after promoting these ads? This is the main issue. If you 
don’t implement it, how can you want us to believe in you? Am I right? The 
Government themselves have to play their own role, and only then we will believe in 
you. But how come if you do nothing and ask us to follow you? When it comes to 
government’s benefit, you will say how good the Government is, how great they are… 
Don’t talk about races when it comes to Government’s benefit. What can make us 
believe in you? At least the Government has to be our role model and to show us their 
action first – only then will we believe in Government.  
Moderator: Thank you. Are there any other things that you would like to share? 
Chinese participant G6-YS: The Government themselves must set an example to us. 
When the moderator prompted a few questions to get the participants’ insight into why they think 
that the Government has not set a good example, and what that has to do with the idea of races 
when it comes to ‘national unity’, some of the participants expressed how they feel about being as 
a minority group in their home country: 
Chinese participant G6-FG: They say Chinese society is their stumbling block. 
‘National unity’ cannot be achieved because of us. When they create these ads, they 
forget about everything. They produce these ads for their own benefit. How can we 
believe in you? If the Government want to achieve national unity then they shouldn’t 
say something that may destroy our relationship. 
Chinese participant G6-LM: Some ministers say that we are outsiders. This is coming 
from the ministers, their words. Do they ever think about how we think and feel about 
what they have said?   
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The above excerpts show how participants felt emotionally touched by the words of certain people, 
including some government ministers who said that the Chinese are outsiders49. The participants 
also expressed their strong dissatisfaction towards the Government’s advertisements that were 
prejudiced against other ethnic groups and favoured the Malays as the dominant ethnicity of the 
country. The next section discusses the last theme that emerged from audience frame analysis of 
focus group interview data – the political frame.  
7.3.3 Theme 3 – Political frame 
 
Apart from nationalism and multiculturalism frames revealed from the focus group 
interview data, another frame was also discovered – a political frame. The political frame is 
concerned with a statement or discussion around the political issue or power in relation to 
promoting ‘national unity’ and the means to achieve it. Although in the previous chapter I did not 
specifically highlight about the political frame, my interpretation of the lexical-visual data was more 
geared towards the interest of the certain group expressing the State’s ideology.  The State ideology, 
as explained in the previous chapter, can be referred to the tendency of power to become concerted 
in the hand of an elite group whose decisions and actions are slanted towards maintaining a position 
of power and interest (Van Dijk, 2012). Although the political frame may be argued as part of the 
other two frames (nationalism and multicultural frame) and it is possible to make a distinction 
between these three frames, boundaries between these three frames are so inextricably 
interconnected.  As such, the framing and reasoning devices that facilitate the coding frame make 
the distinction between frames almost difficult, rather it is seen as mutually inter-dependent. These 
frames can be posited to co-exist simultaneously (Valsiner, 2007) rather than examined separately 
by comparing opinion expressed in the focus group discussions.  
In this section, the political frame appears as one of the finding themes that emerged from 
the focus group discussions. This relates to a response from one focus group participant, in which 
he saw the reality of unity in Malaysia as more serving the interests of an individual or specific 
group. A Malay participant G5-BH said: ‘The concept of “national unity” is intended to strengthen 
their position. So whoever wants more power has to set up his own group so that they are united in 
supporting him and to lift him up. It means here there is an underused of the concept of ‘national 
unity’ for the benefit of the certain individual.” Given the idea that most multicultural societies are 
politicised, such as in Malaysia (Buttny & Hashim, 2015), the participants’ discussions that focus or 
respond to political significance were also examined. The next section explains how audiences’ 
                                                     
49 The so-called outsiders or pendatang (immigrants) is used by certain group of people (for political reason) to refer to 
minority ethnic groups who inherited the status of immigrants from their ancestors who were first brought in by the 
British (and therefore ineligible for the status of Bumiputera), even after several generations have passed. 
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interpretations of the Government’s advertisements in light of frame matrix are relevant to the 
political frame.    
Audiences’ interpretation of Government’s advertisements 
Through audience frame analysis, the participants’ interpretations of political significance 
are built from their accounts and narratives about striving to make sense of the political world that 
establishes power structure. Interestingly in the previous chapter, political messages in the 
Government’s advertisements appeared very subtle and, therefore, the interpretations of those 
advertisements are framed as the reinforcement of the State ideology through 1Malaysia concept 
rather than the political frame. The focus group interview data, however, revealed clearly that the 
use of the certain logo, catchphrases, and images, are direct political messages from the 
Government. Participant responses will be discussed in light of framing devices and reasoning 
devices as follows: 
Catchphrases and Metaphors – The interpretation of the findings show on several 
occasions how participants discussed both elements (political slogan and logo) at the same time and 
so the discussion of audiences’ responses to the use of Government catchphrases and visual images 
are combined here. Participants who viewed the Government’s advertisements through political 
frame can be empirically evidenced from some of the illustrative data as follows:  
Malay participant G4-ZR: All the advertisements we watched just now, the earlier 
part such as billboards and few others, I think the ads are all good because they 
want people to be united and [work] for the purpose of unity. The main motive of the 
authorities produces those ads are for the sake of unity. But … when the ads were 
too many, for example, when I went out of the house, fine I can see the ad, staying in 
the house while watching TV, I can still see the same thing, even while listening to 
the radio also got the same message, and when I received a hamper50 again the same 
thing (the same logo with the same message), then I get fed-up and disgusted.  
(The rest of the participants laughed). 
The first two sentences from the above excerpt show how Malay participant G4-ZR proclaimed that 
those advertisements are good and their aim is to communicate unity messages. He,felt, however, 
annoyed when the advertisements repeatedly promoted the same logo and messages through 
different media channels. Although at the beginning the other participants listened seriously to 
                                                     
50 The hamper refers to a wrapped basket containing food ususally for special occasions or a specific events or 
donations.  
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Malay participant G4-ZR’s view, the moment he expressed his feeling everyone laughed. The 
participants’ laughter seems to support his feelings. To be certain of what he meant (although the 
moderator can only conjecture about which logo the participant was referring to), the moderator 
prompted questions about which logo while at the same time asking whether he referred to the 
1Malaysia logo.51  
Moderator: What do you mean by the same logo? Is it the 1Malaysia logo?  
Malay participant G4-ZR: Haaa yes, exactly. I feel disgusted, especially after 
1Malaysia has been introduced and then with the things happened after the 
introduction of 1Malaysia. The things that are being said by politicians are not in 
line with the concept that has been introduced. They keep saying that we, people, 
have to stay united, but they are not doing the same thing as what they have 
repeated. They are more concerned with their own interests… 
From the prompted questions, the participant expressed his dissatisfaction over a few things. Firstly, 
the 1Malaysia logo; secondly, the time after the introduction of 1Malaysial and thirdly, the 
politicians who are more concerned with their own interests than the interest of the people. The 
politicians’ interest here can be interpreted as the position of power during the time of the election. 
The participant responded by giving an example of what he has experienced in the previous 2013 
main election, where the politicians going to the ground to meet his people and voters (within his 
own district) when the election was around the corner. The participant continued to say that many 
benefits were allocated to the people at that time before the election took place. However, after the 
result of election was revealed, ‘they’ (Barisan Nasional contestants) found out that the votes from 
‘certain ethnic groups’ (Chinese) were low and they were very angry with ‘them’ (Chinese voters) 
for not supporting ‘them’ in what turned out to be a loss to the opposition in their constituency 
contests. As the participant kept repeating the third-person pronoun (i.e. ‘they’ and ‘them’), the 
moderator prompted another question to have a clear understanding of the narrative:  
Moderator: Which particular ethnic group that you are referring to?  
Malay participant G4-ZR: Chinese.  
Moderator: To be very clear, to whom you are referring when you mentioned  ‘they’ 
and ‘them’?  
                                                     
51 The reason for asking the second question of ‘Is it the 1Malaysia logo?’ is because the moderator wanted to 
encourage the participant to further discuss the issue by providing a sense of relief that there is also someone who 
shared the same thoughts given the fact that in the beginning he was hesitant to openly speak up about it.  
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Malay participant G4-ZR: The ruling party (Barisan Nasional) with their motto, 
1Malaysia ‘Rakyat didahulukan, Pencapaian diutamakan’ (People First, 
Performance Now). If you look at our current situation, I don’t think people were 
put first. (Everyone laughs). 
Here, the participant G4-ZR quoted a slogan ‘Rakyat didahulukan, Pencapaian diutamakan’ 
(People First, Performance Now), implying that the slogan is more associated with the ruling party 
(Barisan Nasional) than the Malaysian Government. This is how the participant categorised the 
construction of ‘national unity’, via 1Malaysia and the slogan ‘Rakyat didahulukan, Pencapaian 
diutamakan’ (People First, Performance Now), as problematic. It is problematic when the so-called 
PSAs serve propagandistic functions that could simply reinforce the status quo52 and political 
relationships, while at the same time giving the appearance of promoting ‘national unity’ and social 
cohesion. The participant further associated the meaning of the slogan merely as ‘sloganeering’ 
(Buttny et al., 2013) and thus came up with metaphorical phrases of  ‘I don’t think people were 
put first’ based on what he has experienced. This metaphor indirectly questioned whose interests 
were prioritised if the people have not taken precedence.  The participants’ way of laughing at his 
statements indicates they understood his sarcasm about the slogan ‘People first’. Although at the 
beginning, the participant agreed that the advertisements were promoting ‘unity’ messages, he 
started to get annoyed with the massive promotion of 1Malaysia logo and related messages, which 
in reality propagated a concept that was inconsistent with what has been done by the ruling elites as 
meaning-makers. This is especially so given that the concept of 1Malaysia from the ruling party 
was interpreted as containing ‘rhetoric’ or overtly persuading the audiences (Buttny & Hashim, 
2015). In a similar vein, several participants also shared their view about the 1Malaysia as 
demonstrated in below extract:    
Chinese participant G6-TN: Do you know why our Government is weak? It is because 
of the 1Malaysia. The 1Malaysia is actually a political logo. 
Moderator: What do you mean by a political logo? 
Chinese participant G6-TN:  The 1Malaysia itself is a Barisan Nasional (BN) logo. 
Most of the people feel that it is a BN logo. It is not for national unity. He uses the 
wrong logo. Actually, promoting the political party and promoting national unity are 
two different things. 
                                                     
52 As explained in Chapter 2, status quo in this analysis refers to a strong preference for the way things currently are and 
thus can lead to increased resistance to change (Rodriguez, 2002). For example, the strong preference can be referred to 
the existing form of political system, the three main ethnic groups (Malay, Chinese, and Indian), and the Bumiputera 
status as defined by the Malaysian constitution and the Government’s policies. 
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The above excerpt shows how the participants believed that 1Malaysia is associated with Barisan 
Nasional party. It is interesting to note here that the participant began his question by using 
metaphors. By presenting the Government is weak and needing to be aided, the participant 
indicates that the Government is getting less power because of 1Malaysia. This is the problem that 
the participant perceived concerning 1Malaysia and its relation with the political party. As such, the 
Government’s advertisements which chant the message of unity and social cohesion among ethnic 
groups have been dominated by slogans and logos that are politically oriented, which have led to a 
blurring of lines between social responsibility and political orientation (the problem). Another 
participant from a different group also didn’t see the 1Malaysia concept as one that leads to 
‘national unity’, rather as a failure to achieve unity among ethnic groups. He said: ‘Talking back 
about 1Malaysia, they cannot achieve national unity because 1Malaysia already destroys the 
thing. By looking at 1Malaysia, every one of us will not think of national unity, we will think of 
BN’ (Chinese participant G2-TN). Another metaphorical phrase that was uttered by the participant 
signifies the ‘metaphor of destruction’(Penninck, 2014). Here, the metaphor – 1Malaysia already 
destroys the thing – demonstrates a strong claim towards 1Malaysia as the cause of the destruction. 
However, it was not clear53 what the participant meant by ‘the thing’ and on what basis 1Malaysia 
was described as a ‘destruction’. Is it because of its strong connection with Barisan Nasional party 
or is it because it doesn’t meet the objective that is being propagated: the unity of its people.  
The depiction of contemporary society and visual images – The way focus group participants 
describe the representation of harmonious ethnic groups relations in Government’s advertisements 
is always related to the ruling political party of the country. In other focus group discussion, the 
participants shared their views about how the Government’s advertisements have implicit political 
purposes behind the message of ethnic unity:  
Indian participant G3-AD: So, I can say the ads are only for propaganda and the 
hidden agenda is to promote the ruling party so that people will continue to be loyal to 
choose the Barisan Nasional government. 
Indian participant G3-PP: But the reality is, those politicians are only concerned about 
people when it is near to the election. They came to our place, talking to people, asking 
what we want. But after they won the election, they disappeared. So wait for the next 
four years to see their faces again.  
                                                     
53 As mentioned in Chapter 5, focus group interviews with Chinese participants were conducted by a Chinese 
moderator.  In that case, the moderator didn’t prompt any further questions when the participant said that ‘1Malaysia 
already destroys the thing’. This is also discussed as one of the limitations of the study.   
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The above excerpts show how the participants perceived the Government’s advertisements as being 
used as a tool for political advocacy and campaigns (i.e. lending support to the ruling party’s 
political candidate). They further expressed that some politicians used various strategies to win the 
people’s hearts when the election was around the corner in order to stay in power at all costs – and 
at the expense of the people’s welfare. However, some of the elected political representatives did 
not deliver their leadership roles or prove to the people who voted them in that they were capable of 
running the State or caring for the needs of his people.  This is how Participant G3-AD only sees the 
Government’s advertisements as a propaganda tool promoting the ruling party and the party’s 
potential leaders in which they consolidate power and pursue their own interests54.  
 
7.4 Conclusion 
 
The findings from focus group interviews highlight the complexity of problem definitions, 
and the contrasting views and interpretations that different participants hold. It is complex: 
participants’ interpretations are always inconsistent with what is anticipated by the frame-makers. 
By examining how participants understood the meanings of ‘national unity’ and their responses to 
the Government’s advertisements within group discussions, I was able to see first-hand the 
dynamics of differing views and the frames applied in their interpretations. The use of audience 
frame analysis provides an appropriate scaffold to allow me to contextualised problems and come 
out with frames that are used by the participants. In this chapter, I have examined how participants 
use catchphrases, metaphors, representation of ethnic groups through visual images, to reflect on 
their group discussion concerning ‘national unity’ and the Government’s advertisements and how 
these views develop specific frames. The next chapter concluding the thesis shows the contribution 
of research to the theoretical framework of framing and the discourse of ‘national unity’. The 
possible further research is also outlined towards the end of the next chapter, which provides some 
suggestions on future promising studies that can be carried out in relation to the research undertaken 
here. 
  
                                                     
54 Their interest here is referred to the ruling party’s interest (Barisan Nasional party).   
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Chapter 8 – Discussion and Conclusion 
 
“O, Mankind! We have created you from a male and a female, and 
made you into nations and tribes that you may know one 
another.  Verily, the most honourable of you with Allah is the one who 
has piety.”55 
 
8.1 Introduction 
 
The above Quranic verse was quoted by one of the focus group participants in order to explicitly 
explain the reasons behind the creation of mankind into different nations and tribes that enabled 
them to know, not despise, one another. This concluding chapter returns to the argument made in 
respect to the construction of ‘national unity’ in Malaysia, where multi-ethnic voices, including 
minority groups, are important in thoroughly and critically understanding the meanings beyond the 
official discourse. In countries like Malaysia, where ‘national unity’ often includes people of 
different ethnic groups (mainly Malay, Chinese and Indian), the construction of meanings inevitably 
implies diverse voices and multiple frames (See, for example, Buttny & Hashim, 2015; Buttny, 
Hashim, & Kaur, 2013) to enable understanding of national unity and social cohesion. In this 
chapter, a thorough discussion is also provided about the implications of the theoretical 
understanding of framing –the summary of findings – as presented in the previous two chapters.  It 
should be acknowledged that the findings presented herein are based exclusively on the frame 
analysis of 102 Government advertisements from the year 2009 to 2014 (a five-year timeframe) and 
audience frame analysis of focus group interviews from participants from different ethnic 
backgrounds. Lastly, this chapter concludes by stressing five important methodological 
contributions of this study and directions for future research on ‘national unity’ and ethnic diversity. 
The study that informs this final chapter was guided by the following research questions:    
1) How is ‘national unity’ constructed in these PSAs in Malaysia and how do the frame-
makers choose certain frames over the others in order to communicate the meanings of 
‘national unity’? 
2) How is the issue of ‘national unity’ in these PSAs perceived by the intended audiences 
and what frames do they use in their interpretations of these PSAs? 
In reference to framing theory, this study contributes to the field of strategic communication 
in three ways: a) illustrating and integrating frame matrix as the theory and methodology for 
                                                     
55 Chapter Al-Hujurat, verse 13 of the Quran. 
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analysing the lexical-visual elements used in the PSAs; b) the research is interdisciplinary, bringing 
together the strengths of joint expertise in strategic communication, multiculturalism, language, and 
visual studies; and c) the main argument of this thesis focused on the importance of people’s voices, 
including minority ethnic groups within the discourse of ‘national unity’. This line of research is 
rooted in the assumption that the tendency to neglect the minority voices within a culturally diverse 
society may lead to a one-sided or even distorted understanding of multicultural practice. Past 
research has been criticised for typically focusing on the perspective of the dominant discourse 
produced by the ruling elite or government organisations (Hallahan, 2015; Hallahan et al., 2007); in 
this instance, the Malaysian government at the expense of multi-ethnic responses. In contrast, this 
thesis systematically examined the language used by people of different ethnicities as they 
described, via focus group interviews, their understandings and experiences of ‘national unity’, as 
well as their perceptions of PSAs. Keeping this general caveat in mind, the findings from 
audiences’ responses appear to be of special interest. 
Although the power of lexical-visual PSAs comes from its capacity to blend fact and 
emotion, in order to engage audiences, and remembering the added narrative complexity of 
differing ethnicities, the analysis also discovered a struggle over the meaning of ‘national unity’ 
when the frames became contested. The previous finding chapters revealed that the Government’s 
construction of ‘national unity’ involves two dominant frames: 1) nationalism frame; and 2) 
multiculturalism frame. Audiences’ construction of ‘national unity’, however, at times contested 
these frames and added a different, oppositional frame – a political frame. This study also reveals 
how people from different ethnic backgrounds engaged with, articulated, and even questioned the 
Government’s advertisements that sought to represent the core of dominant ideas of what ‘national 
unity’ might constitute and how it should be achieved. The discourse of ‘national unity’ created 
strong narratives of commonalities and differences: commonalities in terms of those who perceive 
‘national unity’ as an important criterion for a multicultural society, and for the ethnic groups’ 
harmonious relationships. Differences, on the other hand, were centred on those who believed that 
‘national unity’ aim to protect the interests of the State and its elites, as well as recognising power 
relations56. As such, this thesis contributes to investigating the gap within the context of the 
construction of ‘national unity’ from a multicultural perspective, focusing on the elites and 
audiences as actors in the strategic communication process.  
With regard to the academia and practitioners, the following sections provide a summary of the 
implications and contributions in several ways. 
                                                     
56 These power relations are related to a political frame, which is discussed in Section 8.2.3. 
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8.2 Research implications on the theoretical understanding of framing 
To move beyond the news commentary and individual critiques, this section reflects on how 
the theoretical framework that situates the findings from the Government’s advertisement data and 
focus group interviews is located within an ongoing conversation and an existing theory about 
‘national unity’ discourses. The findings that have been discussed in the previous chapters not only 
replicate the existing theoretical framework but also extend the understanding of framing to the rise 
of multiculturalism, and, in particular, to the extent to which socio-political ‘inclusion and 
exclusion’ are mobilised in the domains of State policy and politics. The findings from this study 
also enrich a number of important areas in framing scholarships, such as multiple frames from 
different voices and the application of framing and reasoning devices for lexical-visual analysis. 
The theoretical understandings that reflect on the present findings are twofold. Firstly, the use 
of framing theory in this chapter not only develops the theoretical or conceptual understanding of a 
given phenomenon but also shapes the methodological competence. By adopting Van Gorp’s frame 
matrix (combining both framing and reasoning devices), together with ‘intra-textuality’ and 
contextualisation as the principles that guide the analyses, this study contributes to the development 
of a methodological framework around lexical-visual and audience studies. Reflecting on the two 
‘frames’ that emerged from the lexical-visual data, and three frames that appeared from the focus 
group interview data, it became apparent that the meanings of ‘national unity’ were constructed in 
multiple frames and thus substantiate the assumptions that one issue can be constructed within 
several different frames. Not only that, the combination of dual-analytical approaches and 
methodologies also reveals how the construction of ‘national unity’ between elites and audience 
frames often conflicting to each other within their understanding of the national and multicultural 
issue. As such, this thesis contributes to the theoretical understanding of framing beyond the 
conceptual definition of frames, linear process of frames, types, and levels of frame analysis 
(discussed in Chapter 4), and, therefore, addresses a current gap in the literature and framing 
research.  
Furthermore, the research findings also have important implications for policy makers and 
ruling elites as they suggest the needs to review the concepts of ‘national unity’ and their related 
key messages that are communicated through State policies, Government programmes, campaigns 
and advertisements, in an effort to create a more balanced view and sensible concepts of ‘national 
unity’, as well as a down-to-earth approach to better integrating people from different ethnic groups. 
The following sections summarise the discussion of findings from the previous chapters. 
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8.3 Summary of the findings 
 
The finding chapters of the thesis highlighted how discourses in nationalism and discourses in 
multiculturalism can be highly contradictory. There are always opposing frames concerning the 
construction of ‘national unity’ within a culturally diverse society. National unity is complicated by 
this basic contradiction as both discourses (or ‘frames’) are at work in the PSAs, but when it comes 
to audiences’ interpretations, this contradiction is visible, as is the political drive to pretend this 
very contradiction, in fact, doesn’t exist. As such, audiences brought a political frame to bear on 
their understanding of what ‘national unity’ means in these PSAs. They saw the ruling elite exert 
power in an attempt to unify the country in very particular ways – ways that exploited real political 
and social differences and inequalities between different groups, which should, in fact, be effaced in 
the country. The findings from the audience suggest that the Government’s advertisements mostly 
fail to reconcile this contradiction between difference and unity, because they attempt to 
ignore/silence/exclude the very problems of disharmony they are meant to address. While the elites’ 
construction of ‘national unity’ is always viewed through the spirit of patriotism (love and loyal to 
the State) and harmonious relationship between ethnic groups, to the exclusion of other important 
issues which the ruling elites claim have long been over through agreed ‘social contract’. This is 
where the contradiction in meanings becomes apparent. This was evident in the focus group 
interview data where the Chinese and Indian participants believed that equal opportunity could 
strengthen unity among ethnic groups. This equal opportunity could also eliminate the feeling of 
dissatisfaction among other ethnic groups around the issue of the perceived advantages enjoyed by 
the Malays. However, unity cannot stand upright with only the implementation of the impartial 
State’s policy. It also depends on a genuine acceptance of other ethnic groups, regardless of race, 
religion, and culture, with the practice of mutual respect and tolerance.   
From the discussion of findings, it was revealed that young adult Indian participants mostly 
shared their views towards Government advertisements through a multicultural perspective. 
Similarly, this perspective was also shared by the young adult Chinese participants. On the other 
hand, both older adult Chinese participants and young adults of mixed ethnicity interpreted the 
advertisements through the political frame. Interestingly, young adult Malay participants viewed 
‘national unity’ advertisements through the lens of nationalism. The following sections summarise 
each of the frames. 
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8.3.1 Summarising and Interpretation: Nationalism frame 
The previous chapters discussed how to best understand how framing has been used by the 
Malaysian ruling elites to construct a particular topic, and how such topic is in turn interpreted by 
the audiences. These topics can be viewed from different frames, which may create multiple values 
or considerations (Chong, 2007; Van Gorp, 2007). The discussions of findings in Chapter 6 show 
that the construction of ‘national unity’ in Government advertisements can be best summarised as 
follows:   
1st. The concept of ‘national unity’ remains the solution to Malaysia’s culturally diverse society 
as most of the times it refers to unity among different ethnic groups with ideal 
representations of a harmonious ethnic relationship.   
2nd. The problems involving ‘national unity’ have been rendered invisible to the Malaysian 
society and its different ethnic groups. That is, the problems and their related causes were 
silenced and were left out of the frame.  
3rd. The motto ‘Perpaduan dalam Kepelbagaian’ (Unity in diversity), which is repeated often 
throughout the Government’s advertisements is found to conflict with the concept of 
1Malaysia, which claimed to adhere to the principle of justice for all ethnic groups. These 
two conflicting concepts become apparent when 1Malaysia introduced slogans, such as‘1 
Bahasa, 1 Bangsa, 1 Negara’ (1 language, 1 nation, 1 country)’; ‘Utamakan bahasa 
kebangsaan kita’ (Prioritising our national language) and ‘Martabatkan bahasa kebangsaan 
kita’ (Upholding our national language). 
On the other hand, the findings in Chapter 7 revealed another different contradiction when it comes 
to understanding participants from different ethnicities understanding ‘national unity’: 
 
1st. The concept of ‘national unity’ through 1Malaysia constitutes a continuing problem of social 
inequalities among ethnic groups that still exists even after almost sixty years of 
independence from British rule. 
2nd. The examples of issues involving social discrimination and inequalities were discussed by 
the participants, as well as how these same issues are associated with the special treatment 
received by the Malays and native people of Sabah and Sarawak. The ruling elite, 
however, claimed it was a violation of the social contract for anyone to question, or 
express disapproval of, this special treatment.  
3rd. The slogan ‘1Malaysia, People First Performance Now’, claimed to be ‘mesra-rakyat’ 
(people-friendly) in the Government’s advertisements, has been criticised for not 
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representing the views of the majority of the people and that is not a true depiction of 
reality.   
In line with the discussion of the key themes surrounding the theoretical framework of 
framing in the previous finding chapters, the existing findings agree with the Anderson’s (2006) 
concept of ‘imagined community’ when it comes to the construction of ‘national unity’ within a 
multicultural society.  The solutions suggested in the Government’s advertisements show how the 
community is imagined through the ideal representation of performing unity among different ethnic 
groups in Malaysia. Moreover, the theme ‘nationalism frame’ concurs with a few scholars (Befu, 
2002; Jager, 2003) that the use of national instruments may create the sense of ‘national unity’ and, 
therefore, reinforce strong commitment to and support for the State. Since the idea of ‘nation’ or 
‘national unity’ is derived from ‘authority-defined social reality’ (Shamsul & Athi, 2015; Shamsul, 
1996, 2004) where the meanings created by people’s contributions to particular ideologies, the 
creation of ‘imagined community’ legitimises the access to resources and power in order to 
mobilise State projects and reinforce the legitimacy of leadership (Van Dijk, 2012) This is how the 
theme ‘political frame’ reinforces Anderson’s ‘imagined community’ literature (Anderson, 2006) 
and how Government power and legitimacy (public support of Government’s decisions) for the 
purpose of nationhood are sustained through Government advertisements (Rose, 2000).  
 Apart from the projection of power, the findings in the previous chapter accentuate that 
notion the ‘frames’ do not only encompass the cognitive and rhetoric aspects but also the emotional 
aspect of communication. The evidence from the existing data also highlights the understanding that 
through framing, the perceived realities (the recurring images of people standing side-by-side and 
close to each other, the harmonious relationships, the idea of togetherness, a living interaction 
between each other, the sense of national pride) are created for people to think and have feelings 
about the notion of ‘national unity’. As such, this study suggests ‘national unity’, as both concept 
and practice, has contributed to the construction of ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson, 2006) by 
invoking emotional attachments that help to foster ‘national unity’ of the country. For example, the 
findings in Chapter 6 reveal that in order to promote ‘national unity’ and the spirit of patriotism, the 
State brought back the national collective memory of the past, such as national celebrations and 
symbols of the nation, which have repeatedly appeared in the Government’s advertisements. 
Furthermore, the analysis also found that the dominant frames appearing in these advertisements 
also influence the pattern of audiences’ interpretation of ‘national unity’ – intending them to remain 
loyal to the State and support the ruling elites. In that way, it also influences other frames to be 
overlooked and overpowered. This is how the concept of framing highlights the way the meanings 
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of ‘national unity’ are constructed: through emphasising certain aspects of reality and de-
emphasising others (Entman et al., 2009; Entman, 1993).  
8.3.2 Summarising and Interpretation: Multiculturalism frame 
Consistent with official discourse, the idea that ethnic identity is fixed and that each ethnic 
group should have a distinct and strong cultural identity (Holman & Arunachalam, 2015) is 
prevalent in the Malaysian Government’s advertisements. A focus on preserving cultural identities 
was particularly evident in the examination of these advertisements: their messages and concerns 
were focused on preserving ethnic groups’ traditional outfits, life in Malay kampung (village) and 
traditional Malay dwellings, and culture traditions during festive celebrations. The findings, 
therefore, suggests that the aspects of culture in framing are embedded in the ‘frames’ 
(Government’s advertisements) and thus promote the multicultural aspects of different ethnic 
groups in Malaysia. In line with these findings, it is important to highlight here that those cultural 
elements resonated with the notion of ‘national unity’ and thus address the question in Chapter 4 on 
how the Government’s advertisements communicated ‘national unity’ and cultural differences 
through the same ‘frame’.  
The theme ‘multiculturalism frame’ also reflects the ‘authority-defined national unity’ that 
demonstrated the ways people of different ethnicities, cultures, and religions live in harmony. 
Hence the harmonious relationship among different ethnic groups represented in the Government’s 
advertisements corroborates the idea of ‘unity in diversity’. From the findings, ‘unity in diversity’ is 
interpreted not only through the understanding a culture of tolerance and respect among ethnic 
groups, but also in accepting uniqueness and cultural differences of others. However, in the case of 
audiences’ construction of ‘national unity’ in Malaysia, these interpretations depend on whether 
elites frame the topic as a harmonious relationship between ethnic groups or as a division between 
the ethnic groups. Based on the findings in Chapter 7, the multiculturalism frame from audiences’ 
point of views tells another version, and a different truth is revealed from the same frame. Although 
the representation of ethnic groups in the Government’s advertisements appears to be positive, they, 
however, deemed unrealistic, and thus encourage social and ethnic comparison. The audience frame 
analysis discovered that ‘national unity’ was used discursively as a marker of social inequality and 
ethnic differences in relation to the status of Bumiputera and non-Bumiputera. The findings, 
therefore, suggest that the demand for ‘national unity’ is intertwined with the demand for an equal 
and democratic policy for ethnic groups, particularly the non-Bumiputera. If one of the demands is 
not fulfilled by the State, the problems concerning ‘national unity’ and social inequality continue to 
persist without a solution. While the State has to remain steadfast in its policy for Malay and native 
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groups’ privileges, the State at the same time should also ensure that other ethnic groups are given 
equal opportunities in relation to social, economic, and educational aspects of life (Jamil & Raman, 
2012). In doing so, the government not only ensures that social cohesion, but also the conditions for 
social justice are improved, therefore promoting better standards of life among different ethnic 
groups.     
 Thus, the multiculturalism frame that emerged from the findings chapters revealed a 
particular way of representing and talking about differences in society. This frame also described 
the ways in which people of different ethnic groups dealt with their differences, which have the 
tendency to be viewed as segregation and social distance between people (Buttny et al., 2013). The 
effect of social distance suggests the construction of ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Wodak et al., 2009) to 
demonstrate that people of different ethnicity do not share commonalities and therefore are not 
socially close to each other. As such, the Government’s construction of ‘national unity’ was always 
presented as a solution for ethnic segregation rather than their government multicultural policy as 
part of the problem. However, audiences’ responses to the Government’s national unity are keen to 
celebrate discreet ‘authentic’ cultural diversity – which recognises ethnic group differences in the 
society – but still, operates within a set of core Malay value regarded as central to the identity of the 
Malaysian nation. The participants particularly, Chinese and Indians, demanded full ‘national unity’ 
whereby they enjoy the same status as Bumiputera and a recognition of the equal rights for all 
Malaysians in respect to social, economic, and educational opportunities.  
This thesis, therefore, suggests the recognition of multiculturalism and ‘difference’ are 
important bases for understanding the range of active social forces involved in and resistant to 
change.  
8.3.3 Summarising and Interpretation: Political frame 
This section explains another different and contested frame that emerged from audiences’ 
construction of ‘national unity’ – a political frame. Previous studies have shown that audiences’ 
constructions of meanings and understandings often depended on how they assimilated their own 
life histories, social interactions, and psychological inclinations in regards to particular issues 
(Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). Other studies by Chong and Druckman (2007) and Druckman 
(2001) suggest that audiences’ interpretations also depend on how a topic or issue is framed – in 
Malaysia’s case it is a political frame. The findings strongly suggest an interesting ‘dialectical 
relationship’ (Skey, 2015) between 1Malaysia as the concept for unifying the society and 
1Malaysia as a partisan weapon in the struggle for retaining political power. As such, to keep its 
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sharpness as a political weapon, the 1Malaysia must, paradoxically, retain its ideological strategy as 
a generally recognised symbol of ‘national unity’ for the Malaysian nation. 
 Additionally, the findings also suggest that the construction of ‘national unity’ was 
associated with a political strategy in order to achieve social and political gain. Audiences’ 
responses to such a scenario were based on what is presented to them. What this finding suggests is 
that ‘national unity’, which has always been considered a part of the national interest, is also 
becoming the interest of the ruling elites in pursuing their political desires. The Government’s 
advertisements are seen as reflecting the ruling elites’ political desire through the representation of a 
harmonious multi-ethnic society, as well as aiming to provide a positive image of the country led by 
the government that cares for the needs of the people, in particular, racial harmony and national 
peace. This is reflected in the Government’s advertisements through their use of lexical-visual 
elements supporting their communicated messages. Focus group participants’ experiences, 
however, and their social interaction with others proved to be different from the reality depicted in 
the Government’s advertisements. Rather the participants’ responses to the construction of ‘national 
unity’ in such advertisements were more geared towards challenging the truth behind the 
stereotypical images of minority ethnic groups by exaggerating the ‘un-realness’ of these multi-
ethnic representations. The two main key words at stake here are ‘construction’ and 
‘representation’. The findings reveal that the Government’s advertisements both construct and 
portray realities, and participants’ interpretations of such realities are different due to their own 
experiences. These two key words are strictly connected to the constructionist paradigm, since 
multiple, contradictory ‘realities’ can exist, especially between participants and the elites 
considering their ‘frames of reference’. 
 This thesis therefore suggests that the use of symbol or design (i.e. 1Malaysia) that is seen 
belonging to or representing one political or ethnic group more than the others (Kolst⊘, 2006), will 
make the people (especially other groups and parties) feel reluctant to accept the 1Malaysia concept 
as their own and belonging to the nation. Even worse, some Chinese participants perceived that 
1Malaysia symbol had already created divisions in society. Malay participants, on the other hand, 
perceived the 1Malaysia symbol as a confounding concept because it has been used for many 
purposes, mainly to serve the elite power. The different interpretations concerning 1Malaysia and 
‘national unity’ suggest the complexity of meaning-making in multicultural countries that 
ironically, the PSAs’ messages designed to encourage ‘unity’ and social cohesion are struggling 
because the producers of the PSAs/frame makers do not acknowledge ethnic differences in crafting 
such messages. As such, this 1Malaysia concept seemed to lose its own identity and significance, 
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especially in the realm of ‘national unity’. The next section highlights the methodological 
contributions of this thesis. 
8.4 Methodological Contribution 
 
This section discusses a number of methodological repercussions associated with the study of the 
construction of ‘national unity’ within a culturally diverse society in Malaysia. This methodological 
contribution is multi-fold. Firstly, this thesis has examined PSAs as a frame that constructs the 
meanings of ‘national unity’ through the representation of a multi-ethnic society in Malaysia. Thus 
PSAs are a construction of reality perpetuated by the elites (government social actor). Secondly, this 
focus has been directed to the development of a theoretical framework model that examines three 
meta-frames: 1) the lexical-visual frame; 2) the elites’ frame; and 3) the audience frame, which 
constitutes both a macro-level construct and a micro-level construct. By examining the meta-
frames, this study also explores ‘frames within frames’ and thus expands the framing approach not 
only to textual interpretations but also to audience’s interpretations. Thirdly, the adoption of frame 
matrix (framing and reasoning devices), together with ‘intra-textuality’ and ‘contextualisation’ for 
the analysis of PSAs and their media audiences (via participants’ viewpoints), means that once 
again multiple and even conflicting frames used in the construction of ‘national unity’ are 
discovered in the findings. For the analysis of PSAs, these frames are categorised based on the 
interpretation of catchphrases, metaphors, and visual images in the examined PSAs. On the other 
hand, the frames that emerged from the analysis of the focus group participants are categorised 
according to the meaning of phrases and responses as a whole, in which recurring patterns, themes, 
and participants’ insights are identified. Fourthly, by adopting the constructionist qualitative 
methodology, this study, therefore, problematises ‘national unity’ rather than the audiences. This 
study treats the audiences’ views seriously and considers how best to incorporate them into 
academic discussions and ‘dialogue’.57  This was evident in the series of focus group discussions 
that showed people of different ethnic groups willing to engage in serious ethnopolitical and 
sensitive issues (Buttny & Hashim, 2015). Although the participants had different views on issues 
related to the special privileges for Bumiputera, they discussed it all in a civilised manner.  Fifthly, 
this study employs PSAs as a form of strategic communication for investigating the construction of 
‘national unity’ within the multi-ethnic society in Malaysia. This approach captures the interplay of 
complexities between ruling elites’ power to construct realities, the use of media as a powerful 
communication tool for reaching audiences, and the role of audiences as an active participant. With 
a qualitative approach, the frame analysis of PSAs provides a critical discussion and lays the 
                                                     
57 Dialogue according to Buttny and Hashim (2015) is an important form of communication, especially for people from 
multicultural societies, in order to mediate differences and tensions among the population.  
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groundwork for how the elites and audiences make meanings and therefore reconceptualise the 
meanings of ‘national unity’ according to the present society. The next section discusses some 
possible areas of future research. 
8.5 Areas for future research 
Having discussed the implications of the theoretical understanding of framing and 
methodological contributions of this study, this section suggests some possible directions for future 
research. This study also recommends several points in strengthening the findings and overcoming 
the limitations. Academic interest in the study of ‘national unity’ and identity is growing, and 
crosses multi-disciplinary areas. From the framing perspective, this thesis has adopted both frame 
analysis and audience frame analysis to understand the construction of ‘national unity’ through: 1) 
the lexical-visual frame; 2) the elites’ frame; and 3) the audience frame. Future research should also 
focus on inter-textual readings of PSAs and multiple instances of meaning-making (i.e. oral, visual, 
written, and sound) with different genres, such as policy documents, speeches, and newspapers’ 
articles exploring the relationship between texts. Furthermore, as this study only relies on a framing 
approach for analysing lexical-visual and focus group interview data, future researchers may adopt 
semiotic-based analysis for interpreting visual images of the Government’s advertisements.   
In addition, this study used constructionist qualitative methods to obtain robust and nuanced 
data on how participants from Kajang, Selangor engage in focus group discussions to make sense of 
‘national unity’ and PSAs. Kajang was chosen as a geographical sample of this study because it 
provided a range of diverse ethnic groups, as well as the fact that I have a strong professional 
connection with the community chiefs of the Kajang district. The findings, therefore, cannot be 
generalised about the entirety of Malaysian multiculturalism, nevertheless, participants’ discussions 
and critical questions reflect in the news commentary, alternative media, and ‘everyday 
conversations’ (Buttny & Hashim, 2015). Furthermore, this study presented the participants’ 
viewpoints from the three main ethnic groups, which can be identified from two generations of 
young and older adults. Future research may extend the focus group discussions to Orang Asli 
(indigenous groups) as well as native people from Sabah and Sarawak so that more robust and rich 
findings could be produced.   
8.6 Concluding Remark 
 
Throughout this study, I have examined the construction of ‘national unity’ within the 
culturally diverse Malaysian society on the basis of two notions: the continuation of elite power to 
promote ‘national unity’ through Malaysian’s mainstream media, and the exclusion of multi-ethnic 
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voices within the nation-building process. The most powerful way of understanding the 
construction of ‘national unity’ at work is based on the findings where the dominant images, 
representations, and messages concerning ‘unity’, individuals of different ethnics, and the 
harmonious relationships among them, appeared repeatedly in the Government advertisements. All 
this created meaning within a specific cultural setting and, as such, were affected by the 
construction of ‘imagined society’. This is how the media, both as the construction and 
representation, does not simply reflect the elite’s meaning of multicultural society, but also plays an 
active part in constituting what the nature of multicultural society is, of how its social relations are 
conducted, and defining how the future multicultural society should be by following the elite’s 
mould.  
The use of a framing approach for analysing both the Government’s advertisements and the 
focus group interview data summarised and defined ‘national unity’ as the way people of different 
ethnic backgrounds can work together in achieving a united nation and looking towards ‘unity in 
diversity’. These objectives are still far from completed. What can, therefore, be concluded here is 
that much of the strategic communication efforts of meaning-maker or (frame-maker) belongs to the 
realm of producing ‘frames’ that are not realistic to the here-and-now, but are anticipated to become 
real in the future (there-and-then) (Ahmad Tajuddin et al., 2017). The ideal representation of the 
nation (people of different ethnicities) rests on the construction of an ‘imagined community’ 
(Anderson, 2006) where people are ideally projected as practicing harmonious relationships in a 
caring society. This chapter, therefore, concludes by suggesting that there is a greater need for 
understanding how people of different ethnicities construct ‘national unity’ beyond the language of 
elites, but in a way that contests the ideal trajectory of nationhood (Boufoy-Bastick, 2012) imposed 
by the State. Such broadening of the scope of ‘national unity’ conception promises the possibility 
for recognition and a better understanding of the diverse ways in which different ethnic groups 
define and understand their own way of being in the Malaysian nation. 
 
While Malaysia has achieved Independence for 59 years, should we continue to blame the 
British colonialism that has left a legacy of deeply embedded divisions within the multi-ethnic 
society in Malaysia? Is it justified to continue blaming the socio-cultural and historical injustices 
where at the same time the old policy can be revised in accordance with the interests of various 
ethnic groups and fulfil the needs of the contemporary society towards social justice? Although the 
British ‘divide and rule’ has long been seen as a policy that could perpetuate ethnic divisiveness and 
disrupt racial harmony, the State still continues with that policy because this is one way to gain 
political support from the people, especially the Malays, by creating an issue that needs the greatest 
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attention from the State and ruling elites, and thus legitimises the reason for ‘national unity’ to be 
put in place to deal with the issue of ethnic divisiveness. Even though the contributions made in this 
thesis serve as a platform to understand the construction of meanings from both the State and its 
people, they will hopefully be some use to future research focusing on how to narrow the gap 
between the government and major ethnic groups’ interpretation on ‘national unity’ and 
multiculturalism. 
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Appendix 1: The examined Government’s advertisements  
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PSA #1 1Impian 1Malaysia postcard 
 
PSA #2 1Impian 1Malaysia postcard 
 
PSA #3 Perpaduan postcard 
 
PSA #4 Perpaduan 1Malaysia postcard 
 
PSA #5 Stamp 1Malaysia cultural diversity 
postcard 
 
PSA #6 Perpaduan bahasa stamp 
 
PSA #7 Perpaduan sukan stamp 
 
PSA #8 Perpaduan gotong-royong stamp 
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PSA #9 Perpaduan tarian stamp 
 
PSA #10 Perpaduan Malaysia stamp 
 
PSA #11 Merdeka Di sini lahirnya sebuah 
cinta stamp 
 
 
PSA #12 Semangat kerjasama stamp 
 
PSA #13 Semangat keprihatinan stamp 
 
 
PSA #14 Semangat kasih sayang stamp 
 
 
PSA #15 Semangat kemasyarakatan stamp 
 
PSA #16 Unity Malaysia stamp 
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PSA #17 Malaysian people stamp 
 
 
PSA #18 1Malaysia Merdeka Janji Ditepati 
magazine ad 
 
PSA #19 Cintai Tuhan, Sayangi insan  
magazine ad 
 
PSA #20 1Impian, 1Harapan, 1Malaysia 
billboard 
 
PSA #21 1Malaysia, Janji ditepati billboard 
 
PSA #22 1Malaysia Merdeka, Janji ditepati 
billboard 
 
PSA #23 Rakyat didahulukan, Pencapaian 
Diutamakan billboard 
 
PSA #24 55 tahun Merdeka Janji ditepati 
billboard 
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PSA #25 1Malaysia Janji ditepati billboard 
 
PSA #26 1Malaysia bermula dengan 
perpaduan billboard 
 
 
PSA #27 Aku anak Malaysia billboard 
 
 
PSA #28 Kita sokong Barisan 1Malaysia 
billboard 
 
PSA #29 Cintai Bahasa kebangsaan kita 
online ad 
 
PSA #30 Bahasa Asas Perpaduan online ad 
 
PSA #31 Martabatkan Bahasa kebangsaan 
kita online ad 
 
PSA #32 Martabatkan Bahasa kebangsaan 
kita online ad 
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PSA #33 Sayangi Malaysia Transformasi 
Berjaya Rakyat Sejahtera online ad 
 
PSA #34 1Malaysia Transformasi Berjaya 
Rakyat Sejahtera online ad 
 
PSA #35 Martabatkan Bahasa kebangsaan 
kita online ad 
 
PSA #36 Martabatkan Bahasa kebangsaan 
kita online ad 
 
PSA #37 Gagasan 1Malaysia online ad 
 
PSA #38 Kami anak Malaysia online ad 
 
PSA #39 Cintai Bahasa kita online ad 
 
PSA #40 Martabatkan Bahasa kebangsaan 
kita online ad 
 
PSA #41 Keluarga bahagia nadi kejayaan 
negara online ad 
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PSA #42 1Malaysia kemakmuran negara 
online ad 
 
PSA #43 Merdeka Malaysiaku Berdaulat 
online ad 
 
PSA #44 Vision 2020 our future together 
online ad 
 
PSA #45 1Malaysia Rakyat didahulukan 
Pencapaian diutamakan online ad 
 
PSA #46 1Malaysia Rakyat didahulukan 
Pencapaian diutamakan online ad 
 
PSA #47 Perpaduan kaum online ad 
 
PSA #48 Anak bangsa Malaysia online ad 
 
PSA #49 Perpaduan dan keharmonian agama 
online ad 
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PSA #50 1Malaysia bermula dengan 
perpaduan online ad 
 
 
PSA #51 Perpaduan 1Malaysia online ad 
 
PSA #52 Penggerak Perpaduan online ad 
 
PSA #53 Celebrating unity in diversity online 
ad 
 
PSA #54 1Malaysia Perpaduan dalam 
kepelbagaian online ad 
 
PSA #55 One symbol of unity online ad 
 
PSA #56 One symbol of unity online ad 
 
PSA #57 1Malaysia online ad 
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PSA #58 Sebangsa senegara sejiwa online ad 
 
PSA #59 1Malaysia kemerdekaan  - 
Animated TV ad 
 
PSA #60 Kata saya – Saya sayang Malaysia 
TV ad  
 
PSA #61 Apa itu Gagasan 1Malaysia? 
Animated TV ad 
 
PSA #62 Bahasa jiwa bangsa - Animated TV 
ad   
 
 
PSA #63 Sambutan kemerdekaan - Animated 
TV ad   
 
PSA #64 Menghargai kemerdekaan - 
Animated TV ad   
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PSA #65 Warkah untuk PM - Animated TV 
ad   
 
PSA #66 The best of Nilai-nilai murni TV ad  
 
PSA #67 Merdeka Di sini lahirnya sebuah 
cinta TV ad  
 
PSA #68 Berkongsi tunggak 1Malaysia TV 
ad  
 
PSA #69 Erti sebuah cinta TV ad  
 
PSA #70 Iklan Hari Malaysia TV ad  
 
PSA #71 Mengamalkan nilai-nilai murni TV 
ad  
 
PSA #72 1Malaysia untuk semua TV ad  
182 
 
 
PSA #73 Merdeka – sebuah radio lama TV 
ad  
 
PSA #74 Hubungan kejiranan TV ad  
 
PSA #75 Iklan Merdeka persahabatan TV ad  
 
PSA #76 Marah bukan jalan penyelesaian 
TV ad  
 
PSA #77 Merdeka - keamanan TV ad  
 
PSA #78 Perpaduan TV ad  
 
PSA #79 Iklan Merdeka – Rojak buah TV ad   
 
 
PSA #80 Satu bangsa, 1Malaysia TV ad  
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PSA #81 Joget 1Malaysia TV ad  
 
PSA #82 Rentak 1Malaysia TV ad  
 
PSA #83 Menghormati orang lain TV ad  
 
PSA #84 Senyum – Budi Bahasa budaya kita 
TV ad  
 
PSA #85 Deepavali - Biarpun berbeza agama 
TV ad  
 
PSA #86 Kita serupa di mana jua TV ad  
 
PSA #87 Tahun Baru Cina – Hargai apa 
yang ada TV ad  
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PSA #88 Raya – Ini baru raya TV ad  
 
PSA #89 Tahun Baru Cina – with PM TV ad  
 
PSA #90 Tahun Baru Cina – Dragon dance 
TV ad  
 
PSA #91 Deepavali - 1Malaysia TV ad  
 
PSA #92 1Malaysia Kebajikan wanita India 
TV ad  
 
PSA #93 Merdeka – Inilah kisah kami TV ad  
 
PSA #94 Iklan Raya – Biarpun berbeza 
agama TV ad  
 
PSA #95 Iklan Raya – Pengorbanan polis TV 
ad  
185 
 
 
PSA #96 Saling menghormati amalan kita TV 
ad  
 
PSA #97 Sangkar merdeka TV ad  
 
PSA #98 Membudayakan perpaduan 
meraikan kepelbagaian - Animated TV ad   
 
PSA #99 Kemerdekaan - Animated TV ad   
 
PSA #100 Kemaafan di Hari Raya - TV ad   
 
PSA #101 We are 1 family - TV ad   
 
PSA #102 Gagasan 1 Malaysia - Animated 
TV ad   
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Appendix 2: Interview Questions (Focus group interviews)  
 
Title of Research Project: 
Framing in Strategic Communications: The Construction of ‘National Unity’ through Public 
Service Announcements (PSAs) in Malaysia 
This interview comprises of TWO parts. After completing Part A, participants will be shown TEN 
PSAs promoting ‘national unity’ messages before they will be asked further questions in Part B. All 
participants will receive a souvenir for participating in this focus group interview. 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Part A 
 
1. What do you understand by the term ‘national unity’? 
 
2. Why ‘national unity’ is important for Malaysians of different ethnic backgrounds?  
 
3. Based on your experience and observation, how do you think about the relationship between 
different ethnic groups in Malaysia? Can you give some examples of the problems that have 
occurred or which may threaten ‘national unity’ in Malaysia? 
 
4. Some people blame our educational system which still retains the vernacular schools because to 
some extent it affects ethnic relations in Malaysia such as difficult to get along with other ethnic 
groups. How do you think about it? 
 
Questions in Part B will be asked after the participants views the 10 government advertisements that 
promote ‘national unity’.  
 
Part B 
 
5. What do you think about these government ads you have seen? Why do you think that way?  
 
6. How do you feel about these government ads? 
 
7. How these government ads attract your attention?  
 
8. Do you think the messages from these government ads are convincing? Why? 
9. Do you think these government ads are realistic? Why? 
 
10. Do you think these government ads are talking to you or the other ethnic groups? Why do you 
think so? Can you provide specific examples? 
 
11. What do you think the government’s aim to achieve with these ads? Is it working? If it doesn’t 
work, why? 
 
12. How do you think the government ads should be more effective to better talk to you (specifically 
refer to the ethnic group and age group of the discussion)?  
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13. Recently, there are a number of government ads used to inform and educate the public to 
understand and accept the implementation of GST in this coming April 2015. How do you think 
about it? How the implementation of GST related to ‘national unity’? 
 
14. Of all the things we discussed just now, what is the most important to you? 
 
15. Before we end our discussion, have we missed anything? Anyone here would like to say last 
words? 
 
 
Translated interview questions (Malay language) 
 
Temuramah ini dibahagikan kepada DUA bahagian. Selepas Bahagian A selesai, peserta akan 
dipertontonkan SEPULUH iklan yang mempromosikan mesej ‘perpaduan negara’ sebelum mereka 
ditanya soalan seterusnya di Bahagian B. Semua peserta yang menyertai temuduga ini akan 
menerima cenderahati. 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Bahagian A 
 
1. Apakah yang anda faham dengan istilah ‘perpaduan negara’? 
 
2. Kenapa ‘perpaduan negara’ ini penting kepada rakyat Malaysia yang berbilang kaum? 
 
3. Berdasarkan pengalaman dan pemerhatian anda, bagaimana pandangan anda tentang hubungan 
antara kaum di Malaysia? Bolehkah anda berikan beberapa contoh permasalahan yang telah 
berlaku yang boleh menggangu-gugat ‘perpaduan negara’ di Malaysia? 
 
4. Ada yang menyalahkan sistem pendidikan negara kita yang masih mengekalkan sekolah-sekolah 
vernakular (SJKC dan SJKT) kerana sedikit sebanyak ia memberi kesan kepada hubungan etnik 
di Malaysia seperti sukar untuk bergaul dengan bangsa yang lain. Bagaimana anda berfikir 
tentang hal itu? 
 
Soalan-soalan di Bahagian B akan ditanya selepas peserta ditayangkan 10 iklan kerajaan yang 
membawa mesej ‘perpaduan negara’. 
 
Bahagian B 
 
5. Apa yang anda fikir tentang iklan-iklan yang dilihat sebentar tadi? Mengapa anda berfikir 
sedemikian? 
 
6. Bagaimana perasaan anda selepas melihat iklan-iklan tersebut? 
 
7. Bagaimana iklan-iklan kerajaan itu menarik perhatian anda? 
 
8. Adakah anda fikir mesej dari iklan tersebut meyakinkan? Mengapa? 
 
9. Adakah anda berfikir iklan tersebut sesuatu yang realistik? Mengapa? 
 
10. Adakah anda fikir iklan tersebut merujuk kepada anda atau kumpulan etnik yang lain? Kenapa 
anda fikir begitu? Bolehkah anda kaitkan dengan contoh-contoh tertentu daripada iklan itu? 
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11. Apa matlamat kerajaan yang cuba dicapai melalui iklan tersebut? Adakah ia berfungsi? Jika ia 
tidak berfungsi, kenapa? 
 
12. Bagaimana iklan tersebut perlu lebih efektif dalam menyampaikan mesej yang dibawa kepada 
anda (merujuk kepada kumpulan umur dan kumpulan etnik dalam perbincangan)? 
 
13. Baru-baru ini terdapat beberapa iklan kerajaan digunakan untuk memberitahu dan mendidik 
rakyat untuk memahami dan menerima pelaksanaan GST dalam bulan April 2015 ini. Bagaimana 
anda berfikir tentang hal itu? Bagaimana pelaksanaan GST berkait dengan ‘perpaduan negara’? 
 
14. Daripada semua perkara yang telah kita bincangkan sebentar tadi, apa yang paling penting pada 
anda? 
 
15. Sebelum kita mengakhiri perbincangan kita, ada apa-apa lagi yang kita terlepas pandang? Ada 
sesiapa yang ingin beri kata-kata terakhir? 
 
